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DRAMATIS PERSONJE. 



Men, 

Edgar^ King of England, 

Athelwold, his favourite Thane. 

DuNSTAN, Archbishop of Canterbury, 

Olgar, Earl of Devonshire, 

WoLFRic, a Courtier^ — a fool and desperado. 

A Jester^ a Page, a Spy, Nobles of the suite of Edgar ^ 

Guards^ ^c. 



Women. 

Elfrida, Daughter of Olgar. 

GiLBERTHA, her Friend. 

Edith, a Nun carried off from a convent by Edgar. 

SCENE. 

Partly at London^ in the Palace of King Edgar, partly 
in Devonshire y in the Mansion of Olgar. 



A T H E L W O L D. 



ACT I. 

SCENE I.—'An Apartment in the Palace, 

Edgar and Edith. 
Edgar. 
Love thee my Edith ? — wherefore doubt of it ? 
Art thou not fair ? — ^gbod argument for love — 
And very gentle ? — ^which is love's own mood — 
And stolen fruit withal?— sweet vestal, plucked 
With charming sin from consecrated walls — 
Oh ! be thou sure I love ! 

Edith. 
I will believe it. 
And yet I fear thee, Edgar. 

Edgar* 

My sweet nun. 
Cast fear away. The mistress of a king 
Should bear a royal heart — ^love while he loves — 
And when he loves not, give back scorn for scorn. 

B 



2 ATHELWOLD. [act i. 

Edith. 
Give scorn for scorn ! Ay, when a woman^s heart 
Laden with grief and jealous fear, has grown 
A weary stale possession, then her lord 
Will bid her scorn him. If such fate be mine, 
How truly shall I scorn, how utterly 
Shall loathe, and curse, and execrate — 

Edgar. 

How now ! 
Edith. 
Myself! myself! that turned from loving God, 
To love his creature. (Weeps.) 

Edgar. 
Come, let me kiss those tears. 
Or rather let me snatch the ruby lip 
Ere the tears flood it. 

Enter Dunstan, {who throughout the piece appears 
in the simple garh of a Benedictine monk.) 

Dunstan. 
Guilty woman, hence 1 

{Edith slowly unthdraws.) 
It grieves my soul that like a second Nathan, 
I come to chide my king. 

Edgar. 

Insolent man ! 
How dar'st thou break upon my privacy ? 

Dunstan. 
What privacy shuts out the eye of Heaven ? 
Or bars God's messenger? 

Edgar. 

Presumptuous priest ! 
— But say at once thy purpose. What new gift 
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Must I bestow on thee ? What privilege. 
What lands, what subtle claim, or cruel power. 
Dost thou now covet ? — now prepare to wring 
Out of thy monarch's frailties ? 

DUNSTAN, 

Gifts to me ! 
Could'st thou be Dunstan's benefactor — man ? 

EDGAR, 

perfect priest ! and priestly most of all 
In bold ingratitude. So good, so great. 
Scorns to acknowledge favours from his kind ; 
The gift he seizes-marry, 'twere a sin 

To thank the donor. 

Dunstan, your services of old we know. 

Know and have long repaid. If thou did'st shape 

Our way unto the throne whereon we sit 

Some years before our title had accrued. 

It was thy own most pious meek ambition 

That prompted this, and in return have we 

Built and endowed, proclaimed, ordained, annulled. 

Even as thy righteous will has dictated : 

My private life I pray thee leave in peace — 

1 am, and will be, king ! 

DUNSTAN. 

Tliou art the king, 
Edgar the Great, the monarch of this land, 
The far most potent sovereign that has yet 
Its native sceptre swayed, — thou art the king — 
And I ? — Oh, were I of my sacred order " 
The lowest, meanest, weakest — stood I here 
Simply an old man withered and forgot. 
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To all mankind example eminent 
Of penitential sorrow, 

Edgar. 
I wiUfiU 
All England with right noble edifices^ 
The church, the abbey, the cathedral pile ; — 
I love the gorgeous structures ; — I will fast. 
Fast publicly, until the appetite 
Overrule the better purpose. Let no priest 
Forget to name this in his homilies. 
Ho, there ! who waits ? 

Enter an Attendant. 
(Taking off his crown.) Take this vain ornament 
Back to my cabinet, and bring you thence 
A simple wreath of gold — some slave will give it you — 
And — to the chamber of the lady Edith 
Carry the wreath. \_Eadt Attendant. 

DUNSTAN 

Give me leave, your majesty. 
If not as priest or confessor, as one 
Whose rank and function in the state admit 
To tender counsel to his sovereign. 
To broach a theme concerns your kingdom^s health — 
Though this too touches private life. 

Edgar. 

Speak Dunstan. 
Most holy monk, or wisest of archbishops. 
Whichever name best pleases, be assured 
Thy counsel shall not fall on sleeping ears. 

Dunstan. 
That theme is marriage. How your majesty 
Deems of a wife I venture not to think ; 
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You do not love the man. Wise as a priest^ 
Yet not a priest^ chaste as a monk — should be, 
(And therefore for our embassy most fit) 
I have observed he wakes your jealousy. 
But I beseech your grace to bear with him, 
I cannot yield my thane to you. Farewell. 

•• [Eant Edgar. 

DuNSTAN (alone.) 
The only man who at the council-board 
Dares to confront me — ^he is all in all. 
The only man — 

(Re-enter Edith, who kneels at the 
feet (/DuNSTAN.) 
Edith. 
Have pity, holy father. 
And hear my sighs, my penitential groans. 
For sins — which yet are sorrows more than sins. 

DuNSTAN. 

Hence vile adultress ! Once the spouse of Christ, 
Now harlot to a mortal, — touch me not ! 
Thou art contamination and a plague. 

Edith. 
Alas ! ^tis but a penance that I sue. 

DuNSTAN. 

What, in those flaunting robes ?— whilst day by day 

Thou shar'st the sin perhaps thou didst not seek ? 

No, when this giddy king has cast tbee off. 

And, like a rotting and a noisome weed. 

Flung thee to infemy — ^when thou hast changed 

The soft and silken garniture of courts 

For coarsest sackcloth, when those tender Umbs, 

Instead of amorous embrace, shall feel 
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The knotted, sharp, and imrelentiiig scourge. 
When thou for some poor hours of doubtful joy 
Shall pass long nights of keen remorseful pain — 
Then will I hear thy groans — ^then come to me. 

Edith {rising.) 
No, not again, inexorable priest ! 
Never again to any but my God 
Shall my knees bend. From thee, harsh delegate, 
I turn to Him who bears the sword itself 
Of justice ; He is merciful ; my wrongs. 
My weakness and my grief, my very fears 
Will plead I feel for mercy at the throne 
Of the great Father of this bleeding world. 

DUNSTAN. 

Hence harlot — to the revel while it lasts ! 
The hour is close at hand when all thy pride 
Shall kiss the dust, and thou return defamed. 
Dark and extinguished to thy gloomy cell. 
But never to the peace of mind that cell 
Once harboured for thee, miserable child ! 

[Eant Edith. 
— {alone) The only man who scans and penetrates 
My measures and my motives, he is now 
The favoured noble of our fickle king ; 
Loved by the people ; even by the court. 
The envious court, esteemed and idolized. 
Now Athelwold I win thee for my friend. 
Or, as my dangerous rival, tread thee down ! 
The cause exacts it, and I may not shrink, 
That cause which makes of all this mortal world 
But one vast engine for its purposes. 
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And still works on, and pauses not, nor spares, 
Though every stramed and shriekmg cable there 
Is spun of human fibre.— Here he comes. — 

Enter Athelwold. 
What novel, gay diplomacy is this 
Which takes, I hear, our Athelwold from court — 
Ambassador despatched to penetrate 
The pleasant secret of a lady's charms ? 

Athelwold. 
The king has mentioned this. Truly a slight 
Fantastic errand. 

DUNSTAN. 

One wherein you serve 
Indeed the state most gravely, if it help 
To bind our king in honourable wedlock. 
In your report be not too scant of praise ; 
You seeybr Edgar, see then with his eyes. 
Not with that calm dispassionate regard 
Mere outward beauty from yourself would win. 

Athelwold. 
What mine eye tells me, that my tongue will speak. 
No more, no less. I am a soldier, Dimstan, 
Therefore not trained, nor privileged, to deal 
In sly equivocation, or that craft 
Which ye call pious fraud. 

DuNSTAN. 

What has provoked 
This bitterness, my lord ? If some wild tale 
Has reached your ear, such as the populace 
Coin of me daily, let me not, I pray. 
Suffer in your esteem for this. If fools 
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Will give to prodigy and miracle^ 
That sway which sense and piety should bear, 
Will you charge this on me ? or censure me 
That of their folly make a scourge for vice ? 

Athelwold. 
Wise to the wise, and credulous to fools, — 
Is this the sacred art ? But 'tis no dream, 
Vision of saint, or speaking crucifix. 
That now has startled me. I met the king. 
Your royal penitent ; he was in tears. 
But they were tears of laughter ! No such shrift, 
So merry, and so light, his brother got 
The unhappy Edwin, him from whom you tore, 
You or your faction, for a venial fault. 
Kingdom and wife at once, and wounded, maimed. 
And mangled both in rending from his hold. 
How will this read — you are not dead to fame — 
In future history ? 

DUNSTAN. 

Told barely thus. 
The false and shallow chronicle would wrong 
The sainted name that I shall leave on earth. 
What is the nice adjustment, moralist, 
Of one man's penalty to one man^s sin 
Weighed in the balance with that sovereign sway 
Of Holy Church whereon the fete depends 
Of all this breathing world ? This pompous king. 
Selfish but shrewd withal, finds his own power 
Linked with our sacred cause, and being full 
Of royal imperfections, creature spoiled. 
Caressed and tempted more than man can bear. 



\ 
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We humour him^ and lead along our path 

With show of gentle force. His brother braved 

Our high authority and supreme rule. 

And him we conquered, him we tamed with blows — 

How could we else ? — ^and broke upon the wheel 

The stubborn rebel. The dread charge is mine 

To conquer guUt and error in this world. 

Nor may I quit dommion,— I must rule ! 

Ye children of the earth who feel at worst 

Simply your own sin and its punishment. 

Who having to the priest told forth the tale. 

With sighs and wailing, of repented crime. 

And heard his pardon authorized of God, 

Go straightway to the busy world again. 

Unburdened save with some good purposes, 

(A load, alas ! but little burdensome) — 

How might I envy you ! — ^with me ye leave 

The past transgression — mine the grief. 
The constant sadness of this guilty world. 

And I must render to a jealous God 
Accoimt of all my painful stewardship. 

Athelwold. 

jThus has it ever been! The cruel zealot 

\ First frames a duty Heaven never meant. 

And in fulfilment of it acts such crimes 

As wondering Hell made no provision for. 

Dominion ! still dominion ! 

Cannot thy church instruct, control, and guide. 

Sharing a sway with all good influences. 

But it alone must rule the human mind. 

And paralyse to rule — making a crime 
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Of the bare judgment, till our faith is fear, 

And in the very best the callous thought 

Forgoes, forgets the finer sense of truth ? 

— The generous hope which bears us to the skies — 

Oh make not this our bondage ! 

DUNSTAN. 

Mark you not. 
My Athelwold, how in the faith of all 
Each child of frailty, each poor worldling, finds 
The path he treads to Heaven ? On the broad base. 
By ages strengthened, of a nation^s creed. 
As on some mole immense and palpable. 
Wrought o'er the abyss, fast to the doors of Heaven, 
Throng the dense multitude ; in flocks they pass, 
They pause upon that road — they fail — ^they fell — 
But on the road itself y and where it leads. 
Or who contrived, they waste no bootless care. 
No sad, unequal scrutiny. Therefore 
We punish error as we punish crime, 
Lest by the perverse freedom of a few 
Truth lose her hold on the gross, giddy world. 
And — hear me out with patience, my good lord — 
And fortunate, I deem, are men thus ruled^ 
Who reason not, but in belief obey. 
Or with the reason happily confound 
A foregone sense of duty ; fortunate. 
In my esteem, that subject-multitude 
The monarch-priest, by his bold government. 
Protects from worst of anarchies, from doubt. 
And its undying fear : their creed lives in them 
Like blood within^ their veins, and glows, or thrills. 
As questionless. Know this — ^that he who towers 
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Above his kind^ nor can be taught of them, 
Who trusts his faith to soUtary thought, 
Who strains his ear for accents from the skies. 
Or tasks the wavering oracle within, 
Shall feed on heavenly whispers, few and faint, 
And dying oft to stillness terrible ! 

Athelwold. 
Dunstan, not for the world, but for himself. 
The honest man seeks truth. Who shall dispute 
The thinking soul its high prerogative, 
Too Uttle claimed^ of reason ? ^Tis a franchise 
Which none should wrest^ or limit, or corrupt. 

Dunstan. 
WeD, weD, we'll wave discussion. — Athelwold, 
I know you think I bear you little love> 
I pray you think not so. My heart, young thane. 
Is drawn towards thee, but the cause I live in 
Overrides all other feelings : join that cause 
1^11 point a path to higher honours far 
Than this vain king can grant. Thou art a scholar, 
Wert bred at Rome, the seat of scholarship. 
Why use that learning which the church bestowed 
Against the church which gave it ? Why should we. 
We two, like intellectual gladiators, 
Contend to make a sport for coxcomb lords, 
Who cheer thee on, but not a syllable 
Can comprehend of all they clamour at ? 
Be of our church. 

Athelwold. 
How you, or men like you. 
Reflective spirits, can embrace this creed 
In the gross sense the vulgar apprehend^ 
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Or how, believing not, you can consent 

To teach it others — ^verily methinks 

Wisdom, or honesty, is much at fault. 

But let this pass. — Can Dunstan look to gain 

Recruits ecclesiastical amongst 

The yoimg and noble, who exacts from all 

The vow of celibacy ? The happy fate 

Of happy lovers, may be never mine, 

I dream not of it, or I only dream. 

But why should I with most superfluous care 

Take vows against feUcity ? Why pledge. 

With wilful haste, my heart to solitude ? 

Dunstan. 
This is a feint, the vow restrains you not. 
Grant woman^s love were all mad poets sing, 
Say ^tis the supreme joy of mortal life. 
How mortal is it ! Beauty, then the love 
That hovers o'er it, withers, vanishes — 
The rose not sooner fades — ^not sooner dies 
The summer moth that hung upon its leaf. 
Think of it thus, — through untold generations 
Millions of insect men, each in his day, 
Have felt this passion all as strong as thou 
Cans't ever know it, — seems it a great boast 
To have been one of these ? What all enjoy, 
All, — for so brief a space, — 
Is it worth having ? If the soul should be. 
Even as the body, dust, still let it fix 
On what endures, and in its little hour 
Mimic eternal being ; if our nature, 
O, infamous conjecture ! be thus vile. 
We will be greater than our nature is. 
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Athelwold. 
Ye may be poorer. 

DUNSTAN. 

Not for this loss. Even here, 
On earth we are the richer. 
Power, Athelwold, — ^power ! Who rules himself 
Shall rule the lustful, panic-stricken crowd. 
Be one of us who war with folded arms 
Against the mighty, who with tranquil brow. 
In the pale majesty of thought, controul 
This boisterous world of sceptres and of swords. 

Athelwold. 
No vow, good Dunstan, no! — If calm indeed, 
If a sure calm followed the oaths ye take. 
If the mere blank of happiness were like 
To nature^s void, nor human hearts would heave. 
Solely for they are dark and tenantless. 
It might be wise to pass against the soul 
Decree of early, hopeless banishment. 
To close at once the golden gate of love 
On the stark wanderer — ^bid it wander on, 
A ghost already, to the realms of night ; 
But 'tis not so. 

Enter an Attendant. 
Attendant. 
My lord, the king would have 
An audience with you ere you leave the court. 

Athelwold. 
I will attend the king. [Exit Attendant. 

Dunstan. 
Ay, go, delay not; 
This dull discourse, I see, but wearies you. 
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The royal lover seeks his confidant^ 

He longs to give you o^er again— once more — 

His very last instructions. Royal child ! 

To cull a passion out of very talk 

Of one he never saw. 

Athelwold. 

I will be gone. 
Farewell, your grace. 

DuNSTAN. 

Farewell. And still, my lord, 
Mark this — ^who is not with us is against ! 

[Exeunt. 



SCENE XL 

Another Apartment in the Palace, 
Enter Athelwold and Wolfric. 

WOLFRIC. 

Oh, well encountered most puissant and ever-to-be- 
honoured thane ! By all the saints ! I will protest, 
and stand to it, thou art the most perfect gentleman on 
earth. 

Athelwold. 
Why, Sir Wolfric, do you discharge this unwonted 
courtesy on me ? 

Wolfric. 
Courtesy ! pooh ! pooh ! Do I deal in courtesies ? 
Look you, my lord, is there an enemy of yours about 
the court you would have trounced — hewn to the bone— - 

c 
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cleft from the skull to the midriff? Only speak the 
word. Here's a sword, and here's an arm, both un- 
matchable, and both at your service, unconditionally, 
unscrupulously at you service — ^up to the point of dam- 
nation at your service— and beyond it. That's my 
courtesy. . 

Athelwold. 
I have no need of your gentle services and as the 
king attends me I must even now take my departure. 

WOLFRIC. 

Oh, stay, my lord ! — Pve precious need, I know, of 
some of yours. — By heavens ! I hold your lordship to 
be the foremost man in the whole state. The archbishop 
galls the devil, they say, you gall the archbishop. I am 
for the thane. I'll be champion of the princely Athel- 
wold. As sure as Dunstan with his red-hot pincers led 
the roaring devil by the nose, so surely shall you lead 
this Dimstan and the whole pack of them. 

Athelwold. 

Sir, do you bring this stuff to me ? 

WOLPRIC. 

Why it is stuff. He never fought, not he, the devil 
with a pair of tongs. A good broad-sword, in proper 
hands, might do much — but a pair of tongs ! I never did 
believe the story. And by the nose ! — ridiculous ! — ^as 
if the fiend was smelling at the monk, and meant to eat 
him if he liked the savour. I have smelt some monks 
in my time — the devil never could have had such a 
thought. There was no need of the tongs — foh ! — to 
guard them with. We, my lord, of the higher grades of 
intelligence believe not all we hear. We sift, we sift. 
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Athelwold. 
In which profound investigations I must leave you 
Sir Wolfric. 

WOLFRIC. 

Well then^ to affairs^ — ^to affairs. There has fallen 
vacant here a trifling office in the king's household 
would suit me marvellously well. 

Athelwold. 
Better, I fear, than you the office. 

Wolfric. 
The very man ! Go to— I know your scruples, my 
lord. Had there been a fitter man I had not been your 
supplicant. The master of the ho^inds is dead. One 
word from you makes me his successor. 

Athelwold. 
Which word, upon my honour, you will not have. 

WOLPRIC. 

Why so ? Am I not every way qualified ? I am 
noble and can hold this office — I am good huntsman, 
and can perform this office. I am skilled at all points in 
the management of dogs. 

Athelwold. 
He who holds this post is entrusted with the govern- 
ment of some of the king's servants as well as the king's 
hounds. 

Wolfric. 
And would I not govern them ? would I not ? Let 
one of them, man or dog, wag head or tail, without my 
permission. Oh I'll govern them ! 

Athelwold. 
No doubt most despotically — ^which is to say, most 
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brutally, I would not put the king's subjects^ scarcely 
his dogs^ under your authority, 

WOLFRIC. 

Bless you, I'll be gentle as a dove. I mistook your 
drift. I am mild as summer, sweet as zephyr. It is 
my secret infirmity, against which I wrestle daily ; and, 
my lord, thinking you had penetrated me, I put on some 
aspect of terror. But truly I am not tyrannical, — I melt 
if a child cries. When I was an infant, I have heard 
the nurses say, I would cry by the hour together. I am 
naturally thus. You may have heard me spoken of 
about the court as that fierce duellist, that invincible 
antagonist. What can a strong man do ? They make 
me fight, and when I fight I kill. It is my destiny. 
But I love peace, and would bestow peace on all men. 

Athelwold. 

Though your sole courtesy be to cleave men from the 
skull to the midriff. 

WOLFRIC, 

Words, words — figures of speech — ^a certain style I 
have. My sweet thane, in lamentable truth, I do need 
this office. I am spent. My means are gone. Wine 
and the women, charming devils, they have drained my 
treasury. 

Athelwold. 

They drained your wits, and more fool you to let them. 

WOLFRIC. 

Fool or not, I'm empty as last year's cask. You have 
marvelled perhaps why I wear so constantly this garb of 
of war, these stiff military accoutrements. By the lord, 
'tis the only garb I have. 'Tis a good case and shrinks 
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• 

not in with the stomach ; so that, in some sort, it may 
be said to keep me in good case. The king's jester 
told his majesty the other day that I fed on steel and 
buckram; they were the sole sustaining things that kept 
my body out, the sole support that gave it any fair pro- 
portion of rotundity. I do assure you, my lord, that 
though, to the eye, I seem a portly man, I am at times 
so pinched here in the bowels — ^for all the world they 
are like a twisted clout that some wench has washed out 
clean, and wrings and wrings till it be dry again. 

Athblwold. 
Keep this a secret from your enemies or they may 
learn to be less terrified at that ostent of war which you 
display. 

WOLPRIC. 

Good, my lord, consider of it. I am a thing, much 
like the sword I wear, made for the wars, and you give 
us nothing but peace, eternally peace. It concerns you 
statesmen — in conscience it does. An ye breed up 
men to live in the wars, m common Christian charity 
see to it that there be wars to live in. Your salamanders 
should have their pasture provided for, as well as your 
other cattle. 

Athelwold. 

You lack not at least, good salamander, in your 
element of fire. For the post you solicit, I tell you 
frankly, I hope to find a fitter man. If you will accept 
this trinket, {he unclasps a massive gold chain from his 
neck, and throws it over the arm of Wolfric^ you will 
find it weigh down some acres of good land which, with 
any provident stewardship, will keep you firom the 
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necessity of urging suits at court which must of neces- 
sity be denied. 

WOLFRIC, 

I hold it a high honour to accept anything from the 
hands of the noble Aihelwold. 

AtHEIiWOLD. 

Here is the king. You have delayed me till his 
majesty has come himself to seek me — Hence, hence ! 

[Eant WoLFBic. 
Enter Edgar. 
Edgar. 
Remember Athelwold, I do not want 
A catalogue of features brought me home. 
As thus much hair, precisely such a shade, 
Eyes grey, small chin, a dimple here or there ; 
I have seen eyes I knew were beautiful, 
; But whether black or grey I coidd not tell. 
They were so filled with light, they dazzled mine. 
One glance will tell you if Elfrida be 
This very angel rumour gives her out. 
If you must spell her beauty line by line. 
She is not for us. 

Athelwold. 
But why not, my Uege, 
Despatch some painter with his palette — 

Edgar. 

Pooh! 
What will a painter bring us but his paint ? 
His soul is in his picture, what cares he 
About the living woman, cares or feels ? 
It is that canvas thing she helps him make 
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His heart is doting on. A face that's lean^ 
Haggard and pale, his generous brush shall plump, 
And bid it bloom again. Let no man trust him. 
He brings all nature to that middle point 
He has the skill to hit ; some painted doll. 
Pretty and pert, he gives you to the life. 
But for that beauty which transports the soid — 
He kills it and then paints. 

Athelwold. 

But bear in mind 
That men will diflfer in their tastes — 

Edgar. 

Yes, yes. 
On slight and secondary charms they may. 
But not where beauty is preeminent. 
This or that steed men shall debate upon. 
And cavil half a day at points of shape. 
Its grace of action, or its strength of limb. 
But there's my Arab — ^who of mortal moidd 
First sees that horse without a cry of rapture ? 
As is my Arab amongst other steeds. 
So shall my queen be amongst other dames. 
If there is room to doubt, I say again. 
She is not for us. 

Athelwold. 
Well, my liege, I go. 
Edgar. 
Good now, despatch ; and Athelwold, I pray you 
Keep this as yet a secret from all ears. 

Athelwold. 
I will, and so have done. Yet Dimstan knows it. 
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Edgar. 
The priest learns all. He has no love of thee ; 
But fear him not, for were he twenty Dunstans 
I will uphold thee. 

Athelwold. 
Believe me, I fear not. 

Edgar. 
^s not of my good will the archbishop bears 
So great a sway in the state. Once more, farewell. 

[Eadt Edgar. 
Athelwold (alone.) 
No doubt at all of that. Fear him ? Oh no I 
When I shaU stand in fear of mortal man 
Vye lived the day too long. This Dunstan deals 
In a dissembling poHcy, in arts 
Tortuous and Uttle for a noble mind ; 
And yet in him there is no littleness. 
For all is done as task-work, wise or not. 
For greatest purposes. This 'tis to be 
One of your world-controllers. I'd not stoop 
From my own pride of virtue and of truth 
To rule the planet. — ^This strange world of ours. 
This dire complexity of pain and joy, — 
Vast orb of being where chimeras swarm 
Hideous and fair, and vision more than half, — 
All nothing, and each terrible — ^this globe 
Wherein the quick and tangled lines of life. 
With serpent-like contortions, writhe and coil — 
This labyrinth in motion, — this huge world. 
So lubber great, so intricately fine. 
Beyond the scope of any single eye. 



scBNB II.] ATHELWOLD. 25 

Beyond the skiU of any single hand. 

To scan or regulate — I touch it not ! 

I cannot frame a happiness for want. 

Passion and toil — nor fashion creeds for them ; 

I cannot teach, with formal discipline. 

This many-hearted monster how to live ; 

I cannot fit the singleness of truth 

To its untold variety.-r-But now 

Must I set forth on this wise embassy. 

How here can one man for another judge ? 

It is imagination, not the eye. 

Beholds that all- surpassing loveliness 

Our king in this Elfrida hopes to find. 

Ever to me sweet woman^s beauty seems 

More trance than vision. — Well, it matters not, — 

I can but look my look, and let the eye 

Govern the tongue in this sage business. [Eait. 



ACT II. 

SCENE. — Devonshire, — The grounds adjoining the 

Mansion of Olgar, 

There is a marbk seat commanding a beautiful proS' 

pect of wood and water ^ on which Elfrida is discovered 

sitting^ — her friend Gilbertha^ stands before her and 

accompanying herself on a small harp sings the folhwing 

srnig. 

SONG. 

Go, gather jasmine, gather rose. 
Go, weave and wear tliy pleasure- wreath ! 

See how the dancing garland glows 
On the smooth marble brow beneath ! 

Still o'er those eyes, with laaghter bright*. 

May never Time presume to set 
More pressing care— a load less light — ' 

Than such loose festive coronet ! 

Ah me ! that festive coronet 

Too light the beauteous wearer finds ; — 

That fluttering wreath is known to fret 
The brow it but too loosely binds. 
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Elfrida (rising). 
Truce to thy song ! ^tis out of season^ dear. 
Sweet, sweet Gilbertha, talk to me. 

61L.BERTHA. 

The song. 
My most impatient, charming, dear Euiida, 
I do protest is very seasonable. 
Being indeed a furtive compliment 
On the state matrimonial. 

Elfrida. 
Be it so, 
Then only talk thy song.— ^What should I do 
If thou hadst not been charitably given 
To share in this seclusion ! — Cigar's daughter — 
Pray sounds this well ? — is banished from the court ! 
The earl, my father, lauds this soUtude, 
Calls it his port, his haven of content,- 
Good reason doubtless has the good old earl — 
But what is port to tis who never felt 
The breeze upon our sails ? Oh, for one cruise,— 
But one — on the broad billows of this world, — 
Then afterwards to harbour if you will. 

61LBERTHA. 
Port ! thou art sailing rapidly to port, 
With the blind boy for pilot, on his raft 
That takes but one on board beside with thee. 

Elfrida. 
Think you so ? — Now pray you tell me honestly 
How much may I beUeve if ever knight 
Flatters my beauty ? 
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GiLBERTHA. 

I am Sony for thee, 
But thou art past all flattery^ lady mine. 
Men may swear falsely^ swearing that they love. 
But not in any thundering oath they take. 
Protesting thou art fair. I praise thee, dear. 
But envy not. It seems a fearful thing 
To be so very, very beautiful. 

Elfrioa. 
So very, very ! — It seems very hard 
To reach this point of terror. 

GlLBERTHA« 

Oh, 'tis more 
Than woman wants to win one noble heart, 
And all beyond is danger. I should tremble 
To have the power that Ues in thy sweet face 
To dizzy human brains — my own might turn. 

Elfrida. 
Now would that I were but in Edgar's court 
To play this fearful part amongst his thanes ! 
How glorious in some royal festival 
To feel I was the queen of it ! 

GiLBERTHA. 

Fie! fie! 
When all this while thou hast this wandering knight, 
Like a stray deer, within the mortal toils ! 
Say, could the ransacked court supply a match 
Nobler than Athelwold ? 

EliFRIDA. 

Oh, he^s an emperor, 
A very demi-god ! Let me say it — 
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^Tis only to thy ear — say it aloud — 
Though burning blushes rush, against my will. 
To my hot cheek — ^that I do love this thane ! 
Mark, my Gilbertha, what a brow he has ! 
How proud ! how thoughtful ! Peace and war at once 
With all their several virtues, rally there. 
} Sometimes his fall black eye taking no note 



• Of present object, with its thought dilates, y 

\ And seems to drink in knowledge from the air ; ^ 

Anon it flashes like an energy, 
That seems to scorn dependence /or the deed 
Even on his noble arm. Oh, be thou sure 
His is a spirit that profoundly thinks. 
And can as boldly dare ! 

Gilbertha. 

Then why athirst 
For wider conquests, lady ? Why just now 
So restless for the court ? 

Elfrida. 

I'd have, my girl, \ 

Whole troops of lovers and of prostrate knights. 
That I might sacrifice them all to him. 
I hate to be thus caught, like a tame thing, 
Cooped in this place. He^ll think me nothing worth. 
Finding me here alone, unsought, unprized. 
So cheap a victory. — But out alas I 
We know not all this while if the thane cares 
To make the conquest we are grudging him. 

Gilbertha. 
Would you persuade me that Elfrida doubts 
Whether he loves or not. 
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Elfrida. 

Truth, by St. Mary ! 
Or, what is all as fatal, if he loves, 
I doubt the proflFer of his love to me. 
When first we met he scarcely breathed a word. 
And what he said ^twas mere soliloquy. 
Something that I was ^ beautiM ! — that fame 
Had told but half !^ — then he withdrew his eye. 
That long had seemed to feed upon my face. 
With sudden apprehensive start, — grew pale — 
Avoided my glance ; and ever since 
Though he thinks q/*me, mark, — ^yet not ybr me 
Seems the blest thought designed. Dost understand ? 

GiLBERTHA. 

No, not a whit— unless that all these tokens 
Portend an ardent passion in the knight. 

Elfrida. 
Ay, but a passion shut within his breast 
From which I profit nothing. Thus it is, — 
Suppose I am — ^we^ll have a gallant phrase — 
The goddess of his soul ; well, he sets up 
My image in the temple of his thoughts. 
And duly worships there ; but I, the while. 
The very goddess, I may walk as firee 
As if that sweet devotion but concerned 
My senseless idol, stationary there. 
— Now dost thou see ? 

GiLBERTHA. 

I see not as you see. 
Elfrida. 
Ah no ! you stand not where I stand. 
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Enter AthelwoWs Page. 
61LBERTHA. 

Herie comes 
His page. I'll question him. Mark what his eye 
Has told his young perception. Hither, Sir ! 

Elfbida. 
Fie, Gilbertha ! 

61LBERTHA. 
Tell me, yoimg gentleman. 
If one should be in love could'st find it out ? 

Page. 
With me fair lady ? put me to the proof. 

Gilbertha. 
No, no — young sprig of Edgar's court ! — if one 
Of your most lordly sex should condescend 
To throw his heart on one of ours — ^in short 
Is your grave master Athelwold in love ? 

Page. 
Call you it love ? Well, ^tis a world-wide phrase 
And many are the strange things answer to it ; 
But to my mind, if I may speak my thoughts 
In the sweet presence of her ladyship. 
It is a sort of ecstacy, a trance. 
The man's enchanted, madam. Look you now. 
The other day a certain pair rode forth ; 
Their very horses, ambUng side by side 
Moved in admired accordance, and their heads 
Were, like their riders, lovingly inclined 
Each to the other — 

Elfrida. 
Oh, this is foolery. 



32 ATHELWOLD. [act ii. 

I will not stay this prattle. 

GiLBBRTHA. 

Do Elfrida 
Let me hear out this story. What, my page, 
Of these same riders ? 

Page. 
The road their horses took 
Led through a steep defile^ walled on each side 
By this red rock which midst the verdure here 
Glows like an ornament green nature loves^ 
Nor ever looks like barrenness. Above them, 
High in the air, perehed on the precipice. 
My fair enchantress spied a little flower^ 
A soHtary rose, which bloomed distinct 
Against the sky, and, on its slender stalk, 
Held to the glorious sun and the wide heavens 
Its leafy nectared chalice, held it there. 
With laughing boast, and bold fragility. 
High o^er the heads, beyond the reach of all. 
She drew her rein a moment to admire 
The little dauntless, covetable flower, 
And my brave knight, whose eye still follows hers. 
Caught at some half-formed fancy ; setting spurs 
To his astonished steed, mad up the height ' 
Where way was none, as if the beast had wings. 
He tore his desperate course — and plucked the toy. 
The lady shrieked, but ere the blood had time 
To quit that lovely cheek it revels in. 
He brought his panting courser to her side, — 
The rose was hers. 
She blushed, and chid, and was all rose herself; 
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Upon her temples^ midst her silken hair, 
She placed the fluttered blossom — then I own 
Worth all the hazard. 

GlLBERTHA. 

Who is this comes here ? 
Tis Athelwold himself. Begone, sir page. 
Look how he comes with melancholy step ! 

[Eont Page. 

Elfrida. 
Let us not meet him now. Walk round this way. 
I would not have him see me with this blush 
Still lingering on my cheek. A little pause, 
And I shall be possessed. 

GiLBERTHA. 

Good — let us march — 
We^ll circumvent this desperate enemy. 

[Exeunt Elfrida and Gilbertha. 
Enter Athelwold. 
Athelwold. 
If on the eye the light of beauty falls, 
The eye must see ; if on the ear there steals 
Soft speech of woman, the unsheltered nerve 
Cannot refuse the melody ; if thought 
Of that embrace which blissful lovers win 
Enters the heart, I cannot make it stone. 
And it must fill with the fast rising tide 
Of tremidous desire — I cannot help 
Its pausing pulse, or the faint breath it draws ; — 
But whilst I feel, I yield not. Love with me 
Is but a pain, an exquisite endurance. 
Where reason listening to the throbbing heart, 

D 
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And hanging o^er the sorrow, gazes down 
Like sage physician on the sick man's couch. 
I taste love's sweetness but in love's despair. 
— It has been sung in many a gentle verse 
That scenes of natural beauty calm the heart, 
Sufiusing their own peace ; they find it so 
Who bring that peace they wisely love so well 
To the mute vision. I in vain retreat 
To this fair solitude — the placid world 
Of wood and water, hill and verdant plain. 
Is all on fire with love ; the liquid lake 
Glows with a beauty warmer than its own ; 
In the soft' air the breath of woman bums 
Upon my conscious cheek ; and nothing lives 
O'er all the scene, as nothing lives within. 
But one consuming passion. 
— A bride — a beautiful and loving wife — 
Grant it a good — ^the chiefest good — the sole 
Notorious happiness for which we live — 
Why, in the name of reason, why alone 
This woman's beauty ? Why her love alone ? 
Could sweet affection from no eyes but hers 
Look out upon me ? could no hand but hers 
Give that soft pressure felt upon the heart ? 
Are there no smiles, no beauty, none, but hers 
In this wide world ? Is all that^s dear in woman 
Summed in Elfrida, that I must pursue 
Her only at the hazard of my life. 
And certain loss of honour? — Gracious Heaven ! 
This madness — even as I drag it forth 
For utter scorn and mockery — lo, my heart 
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Claims as her own ! — I*m blotted from the list 
Of reasonable beings ! — lost ! lost ! lost ! 
— But one resolve — ^but one — the spell were broke ! 
My horse ! my horse ! — with spurs into his flanks 
PU ride to Edgar — ^tell the blazing truth 
As far as tongue can speak it^ and then fly 
For ever these detested shores. — Soft, she comes. 
She brings her friend — that's well — ^but no, Gilbertha 
Breaks playfully away — she comes alone. 
Why do I tremble ? Flight is now resolved, 
And I may boldly look, may boldly speak ; 
I never on this earth will see her more. j 

Entei' Elfrida. i 

Elfrida. 
Our guest has all this day deserted us ; 
And, noble thane, I fear we play the host 
In poor and rustic style, and so have earned 
This lengthened absence. 

Athblwold. 

Absent ! oh, the world 
In its eternal babble takes the phrase 
pf honest passion and so rings the word 
jThat it sounds hollow ever afterwards, 
Or I would answer that thou cans't not, lady. 
Be absent from my mind, for of that mind 
Thou hast become a part. O sweet Elfrida ! 
Pardon my headstrong speech — pardon ! — and yet 
What were to me thy anger ? I should find 
In gentle pity the more keen regret. 
And ^tis not rigour, nor the darkening frown. 
Makes the wild anguish of thy angel's face. 
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Oh were it mine to woo thee and possess — 
Forgive me Heaven ! — 1 would forego my hope 
Of immortality, and take this gift, 
This only gift, as sum of all my being 
Here and hereafter, and contented leam 
That all the rest of mankind should be blest 
In some eternal Paradise ! 

Elfbida. 
You rate 
A worthless prize with mad extravagance ; 
And disesteem yourself as much, my lord. 
If you conclude that any of our sex. 
However noble, or however fair, 
(Though failing to respond to such aflFection) 
Could yet feel otherwise than honoured by it. 

Athelwold (taking her hand.) 
Ah, what electric thrill of ecstacy 
Darts from this little hand ! Upon this hand — 
Which here I seize, alas ! but to resign 
With final sad solemnity — I swear 
That day and night, in crowds, in solitude. 
Through all existence shall Elfrida claim 
My homage, and my — love !— forgive the word — 
^Tis spoken to the air, and my wild vow 
Concerns alone the heart from which it bursts. 
— I have sometimes, not often, lady, felt 
My life a pleasure ; I have known the throb. 
The sharp repentant joy, ambition wins. 
And loses in the winning — known whatever 
The boon companionship of men can give. 
The festive mirth, the generous cup that tastes 
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Less of the wine than of the revelry, 
And all that music, all that song, bestows 

Of sweet vague passion on unwounded hearts, 

And I have lost the sense of flowing hours 

In the still air of study, felt the trance. 

The endless leisure of the scholar's cell. 

Where the bald Time stands motionless, and grows 

Himself a scholar though but slow to learn ; — 

But henceforth all that I have ever called 

By the fond name of happiness, I know 

Will be a pain, a toil — 

Elfrida. 

So much of passion 
With mere relinquishment- — so much of love. 
Only to gild your leave-taking — my lord, 
I understand it not. I will withdraw. 

[Eait Elfrida. 
Athelwol-d. 
She was offended — ^but biecause I spoke ? 
Rather because I did renounce my love. 
Oh, why renounce ? why not renounce all else ? 
Nay what ^ all else ' have I to part with now ? — 
I, who have oft, even in my best of days. 
Turned from the feast, and looked on human life 
With alienated aspect — I who oft 
In fancy see my raised and weaponed hand ^ 

Strike to my heart the suicidal blade, | 

And the man fall for ever to the earth — I 

What have I to renounce — now — ^now — ^for her ? 
Oh if this unimaginable bliss ••• 

Were mine but one short month, a day, an hour. 
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And there an end of all, — if swift detection 
Came with the very mom that woke me first 
From the soft clasp of my still blushing bride. 
Still I were gainer by so much. I might — 
I might have won.— Oh God ! but I have won ! 
My honour still is safe — hence with all speed ! 
{He is rushing out when Olgar enters*) 

Olgar. 
Wherefore this haste good Athelwold ? 

Athblwol-d. 

Pardon me. 
Some business of the king's commands my speed. 
My urgent, my ungovernable speed, 
I must not tarry, my most noble Olgar — 
All would be lost. Commend me to Elfiida. 

Olgar. 
Must you be gone ? Then give me, Athelwold, 
Before you leave some minutes conference. 
— My lord, there is no business of the state 
But may concede thus much to my affairs. — 
My daughter, as all England knows, is heiress 
To lands might make a prince's appanage ; 
Princes might be her suitors ; but my care 
Is first to wed her to the princely man. 
The generous heart, and thane, I find in you 
The very spirit that my own has ever 
Leapt to embrace. Nor has your eye methinks 
Scanned my girPs beauty with indifference. 
If with no poor inheritance endowed 
You deem her worthy of the place of wife. 
Receive her at my hands. 
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AtheJlwold. 

Worthy ! oh Olgar, 
She is a prize for monarchs. I go hence 
To tell the king his island holds no gem 
Like that this roof conceals. 

Olgar. 

What say you ? what ! 
My daughter wed this royal libertine ? 
I'd rather give her to the basest hind 
That tills my land. Hold Athelwold ! 
If I have been a courteous host to thee — 
If thou hast feeling for a father's love — 
Name not to Edgar that I have a daughter 
Who is, I know it^ passing beautiful. 
Do you esteem Elfrida, there she is^ 
With half a province for her dowry — ^take her, 
You cannot take more gladly than I give — 
But if you heed her not, oh, pray forget 
You ever saw my child ! Play not the spy 
To point that treasure to lascivious theft 
Which to your honourable custody 
Has been with friendly confidence proposed* 

Athelwold. 
She is mine, Olgar ! mine ! Were all the kings 
On earth my rivals, she is mine I Shall Edgar 
Make a night's sensual revel of those charms 
Framed for the bliss of an eternity ? 
Oh waste, oh prodigality of Heaven I 
She is mine, Olgar ! 

Olgar. 

Good, I am content. 
This park, and this chief mansion I resign ; 



c 
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I have a castle further to the south. 

Within a short day's journey, there will I, 

tVith dear advantage X){ your neighbourhood. 

Wear out the remnant of my days. 

Athelwold. 

Yet pause ! 

^Tis often seen we wave away with scorn 

Things out of reach, which when brought near, we clutch 

With gross avidity. Suppose that I, 

(As verily I do believe I might), 

By my report of your Elfrida's charms, 
; Could raise her to a throne — what say you now, 
i Would you forego this most ambitious match 
1 Brought to your very doors ? 

Olgar. 
( Am I a child ? 

I Have I not said ? Think you Pd sacrifice 

My daughter's happiness to mine own pride ? 

Or think you that my daughter would prefer. 

To honourable love, in equal rank, 

To be the six month's mistress of your king, 

His passing appetite, with name of queen. 

And pomp and ceremonial that would give 

But wider stage and added poignancy 

To the keen insults of the injured wife ? 

Come, ^tis a match. And now, my Athelwold, 

You can proceed with what despatch you please 

On the king's errand. 

Athelwold. 
Ha ! — oh true, — I will 

Set forth to-night — to-morrow. 
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Olgar. 

When you choose, 
'Twere well you did apprize him of this match. 
But do not you, as lovers are too apt, 
Rave of your mistress' beauty. 

AtheLwold. 

(aside) And I — I j 

Must frame my lip to this deceit ! {to Olgar) What if \ 
I hide her beauty in my false report. 
And lay my suit upon her wealth alone ? 

Olgar. ^ 

That will be wise. 

Athelwold. 
[aside) Oh very wise design ! 
Most sapient, most discreet, profound design I 
It will, belike, be very feasible 
To hold up this delusion on the king, — 
To shut the eyes, and stop the babbling breath. 
Of every idle gossip in the land, — 
To steal the malice from all enemies, 
To purge the court of envy, so that all, 
All may conspire to keep from Edgar's ears 
What his whole palace rings with ! — God ! I stand 
Upon a pinnacle with death below 
And for a phantom joy, to be embraced 
Even as I fall, I do plunge headlong down ! — 
But I have said. — Now Olgar, go with me 
And help me sue Elfrida. Then to horse ! 
To Westminster and back again, my lord. 
As fleet as fleetest steed can carry me. [Exeunt. 



ACT III. 

SCENE I. — An Apartment in the Palace^ 

Enter Wolfbic otmI the King's Jester. 

Jester. 

Hast heard the news. Sir Wolfric? The kmg, to 

teach our neighbours the Welsh to cleanse themselves 

of their vermin, has taxed them in three hundred wolves' 

heads per annum. It is well thou art not a Welchman. 

WOLPRIC. 

Why so ? 

Jester. 
Thy head would be sent in as tribute. Thou art 
many ways a sort of wolf, Sir Wolfric ; or rather thou 
art a compound of many wolves ; there is one, horribly 
large, kennels in thy stomach. Oh, there is wolf enough 
in thee, one way or other, for a year's tribute. 

Wolfric. 
Sirrah, beware! or I may shew you some of my 
wolfish propensities. 

Jester. 
Which ? will you eat me. Sir Wolfric ? 
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WOLFRIC, 

Now, sweet mannikin,' bring me 1 pray thee to speech 
with the king. 

Jester. 

Bring thee to speech with the king ! Treason ! flat 
treason ! 

WOLFRIC. 

How Sir ? how treason ? 

Jester. 

Why every third word kills a man. Thy speech is 
murderous. I have felt myself wounded all over by it. 
If thou hast but three sentences to pronounce there is a 
death in each of them. Thy speech is like the skeleton 
gentleman himself — horribly dry and mortal. 

WOLFRIC. 

Not so dry, sweet cherub, — ^not so dry. The phrase 
is trenchant, yet it flows — ^it flows — ^lacks not conceit or 
figure. 

«l ESTER. 

Figure ! Lend me your sword. {Draws it and mimics 
Wolfric while speaking.) Thus it is — Sir at your plea- 
sure — choose your ground sir — ^north^ south, east, west 
— this little needle of mine, mark you^ it turns iildif- 
ferendy to all points of the compass, its true polar star 
being indeed, sir, the centre of your heart, sir — Or more 
amicably thus — worshipful sirs, {leaning his hand affec^ 
tedly upon the sword) that dragon that ye wot of, which 
kept the city in amaze, 'tis extinguished — ^A light thing 
to talk of, but ^tis done. The manner of it? You 
would know the manner of it. Look you sirs, the 
monster covered me some half acre of ground— so 
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having hewn it in two, in the middle, to begin with — 
just to make it the more manageable — I theti — 

WOLFRIC. 

Nay, yon exaggerate. 

Jester. 

No sure ? 

WOLFRIC. 

Give me my sword, I feel like a naked man without 
it. If I am curst to others I will be gentle to thee. 
Do me this kindness, and I will be, your fast friend for 
evermore. Let any one touch but a hair of thy head ! 

Jesteb. 

My fooPs coxcomb can protect my fool's head. 
What a simpleton art thou to think that a king's jester 
ever makes a friend — 'twould mar his calling — ^he could 
not strike on all heads alike. But a fool's melancholy 
thou art not wise man enough to understand. Why do 
you haunt the court. Sir Wolfric, stalking about the 
palace like a huge nightmare — (though indeed it comes 
rather by day, and rather before dinner than after, and 
is rather to be laid by feasting than fasting)— go to the 
woods, man, — join the free foresters who take toll upon 
travellers — ^be their great captain — ^lead a natural life, 
and die a natural death. What has such a thing as thou 
to do in any civilized place — ^thou walldng sword with 
the sheath all ragged ? 

WOL-FRIC. 

There is some sense in thy fooling. But the firee 
foresters are all dispersed. This archbishop and the 
king together have made their vocation too dangerous. 
A curse of a brave man be upon them both ! Here am 
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I as proper a gentleman to serve a prince as ever drew 
steel, and they give me no employment. 

Truly thou art damnably ill used. Thou hast played 
the prodigal son fairly up to the husks and the s\^dne- 
herd, and now thou hast never, a dad to go to. Just 
where the fatted calf should come in, the parable deserts 
thee. 'Tis enough to make thee an infidel, and break 
thy faith in all scripture promises. Sweet youth ! they 
use him shamefully. Where is the gold chain that the 
great thane gave him ? Has the sheriflF robbed him of 
it ? or has he drank it link by link, to the last link ? 

WOL-FRTC. 

There again ! I, a gentleman^ asked a gentleman for 
a place in the king's household — he treated me like a 
beggar and gave me alms. But Fll be even with him — 
FU pay him. 

«/ EiSX£B. 

Not the gold back again I think. Shall I tell him 
how to make thee amends for that insult ? 

WOLFRIC. 

How? 

V £2STEiR. 

By giving thee another. But here comes the thane 
himself in close conference with the king. We must 
abscond, vacate, vanish. 

WOLFBIC. 

How earnestly they talk ! And Athelwold seems as 
if he were suing for something of the king. 

Oh, you mark that, do you ? You have studied all 
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the postures of supplication. You could tell a suitor, I 
warrant, by the wagging only of his belly — it sways 
with a sort of an emptiness — ^you know how Sir Wolfric. 

WOLPRIC. 

What can that proud man be soliciting ? — a fellow 
that does nothing but give— what favour can he be 
asking ? There's something stirring, now. 

«l EiST£R« 

Come, wheel about*— beat a retreat. 

Wolfric. 
FU steal round into that neighbouring chamber. That 
door {pointing to one seen in tJie front) I know of old will 
let something thiough beside the wind. Come fool! 
come bauble ! — I'll not disturb his majesty at this 
moment with my own poor affairs. 

[Exeunt Wolfric and Jester. 
Enter Edgar and Athelwold. 
Edgar. 
Win her and wed her — ^you shall forthwith bear 
My warmest commendations to the earl. 
Take you the wealthy heiress ; I, it seems 
Must still console me with my pretty nun. 
She pleases yet, there's gloss upon her yet, 

Athelwold. 
I thank your majesty. 

Edgar. 

— ^And so this dame 
So trumpeted, so blazoned to the world. 
Earns her repute for beauty, as the owl. 
Who holds him mute and keeps no company, 
His for sagacity— she's never seen 
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But on her rustic solitary perch. 

Nor meets the rude eye of comparison. 

Athelwold. 
It is my liege an old experience, 
Hide but your bauble, or but rarely shew. 
And then when nothing of like kind is by, 
And lo, a miracle ! 

Edgar. 
True, true ; and thus, 
God save the mark! it is with kings themselves, 
Who to their happy solitude of state 
Owe their divinity. Kings should be seen 
Alone and wide apart. Witness, my thane. 
That memorable day, when in one boat 
Eight monarchs sat, and rowed me up the Dee. 
In one boat eight anointed majesties 
Tugged at the oar together ; their gold crowns, 
The awful symbol of just sovereignty, 
Showed like some gilded toy my bargemen wore ; 
I plucked mine off, as at the helm I lay. 
It had grown cheap. My royal watermen 
Sweat mortal perspiration as they pulled 
Against the wicked stream : a sorrier crew 
Of boatmen never did the river Dee 
Behold upon its waters. I have laughed 
Till my eyes ran at memory of that scene. 

Athelwold. 
A scene more laughable than wise. 

Edgar. 

Tush! tush! 
Would'st have me fear my royal watermen. 
Or their most high displeasure ? 
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Athelwold. 

'Twas a slight 
Thrown on that kingly state you bear yourself, 
A scoff upon that bond of loyalty 
Which to a sovereign knits a people's hearts. 

Edgar. 
Loyalty ! knitting of hearts, my thane ! 
Men cannot help themselves, and love not us, 
When from their clamorous throats they hail us kings. 
Turks give their sultan fourteen heads per day, 
His perquisite, to keep the rest secure 
On their respective shoulders ; — 'tis the type 
Of all our governments. Mankind would tear 
Each other limb from limb, and waste the earth 
In general havoc, but that general fear 
Sets up the bloody axe, gives it a king. 
Condition — that he strike away the knife 
Each neighbour sharpens for his neighbour's throat. 

Athelwold. 
Some truth, some spleen, my liege. There is beside. 
Care you to note it, in the multitude 
A generous loyalty, a sort of love. 
Idolatrous, fantastical, a thing 
Not wise enough for virtue but as pure. 
Which mainly props monarchal government. 

Enter Duxstan. 

DUNSTAN. 

So then, my liege, and ray right noble thane, 
I'here comes no marriage of this embassy. 

Edgar. 
None to your king, good Dunstan, but the thane 
Wins a rich M'ife. This miracle of beauty. 
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Much like some other miracles your grace 
Perchance has heard of, proves a vulgar cheat. 
Her wealth is none ; Elfrida, if not fair. 
Has fair domains, which Athelwold will wed. 

DUNSTAN. 

Ha ! Is it so ? — ^The lady is not fair . 

Whom the thane weds I Since when has Athelwold 
Of marriage made a scheme for revenue ? — 
A mere device to add still further land j 

To land already greater than he needs, , | 

Or seems to need ? From certain late discourse ( 

j 

I can recall to mind, he should have scorned \ 

To plead a loveless mercenary suit. 

Athelwold. 
Who says I love her not ? 

DuNSTAN. 

Nay, pardon me 
The king conceives it thus. But if indeed 
This wild imaginative sentiment 
Made sudden conquest of you, I admire 
Your singular great merit, noble lord. 
A lover's sight is partial, and his phrase 
Is found to magnify that Uttle gleam 
Of beauty that had dazzled him ;— you kept 
A cold eye in a burning head, you scanned 
Your idol with. nice optical survey, 
Nor spared the form you loved. Philosophy 
Has few such pupils in these latter days. 

Athelwold. 
You harp suspiciously upon this theme. 
If you have aught to utter give it breath 

E 
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In bolder language. 

DUNSTAN. 

No, you scorn to take 
A priest into your counsels, you who walk 
By the bright rule of honour only — honour ! 
I simply say, wherein you^ll echo me, 
*Tis pity that the lady was not fair, 
'Tis pity, since his majesty is balked 
At once of love and marriage. — ^Where's the page 
You carried with you into Devonshire ? 

Athblwold. 
I left him there. 

DuNSTAN. 

That is unfortunate. 
Though young he had his breeding in the court 
Of our most gracious sovereign, and should boast 
Some skill in female beauty. You, my lord. 
Were too fastidious — -judging for your king, — 
Or over-modest — choosing for yourself. 
That cheek you could not to the royal lip 
In conscience have commended, has sufficed 
To win at once the high-bom Athelwold. — 
Strange ! — ^but some men are temperate in desire ; 
Pray take my gratulations on a bride 
So calmly chosen, and so wisely loved ! 

Edgar. 
Dunstan, this passes all the rules of war — 
Or controversy, which I hold to be 
The war of churchmen — I must not allow 
The honour of my thane to be disparaged 
By random guesses. 
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Athelwold. 

Let the priest enjoy 
His priestly license^ and insinuate 
Whatever charge his fruitful malice breeds. 
I wish to God that to the venomed thrusts 
His tongue assails me with^ he could add those 
Of a more noble weapon. 

DUNSTAN. 

Ay you bum 
To combat for your honour. Natural — 
When most his honour is in jeopardy 
Then is the valiant knight most prompt to draw ' 
His sword in its defence — most need he should. 
Oh, ye brave moral knights who can denounce 
With virtuous rage a churchman's policy. 
Guard well your boasted honour with ttie sword. 
Its best security, and sole defence 
Against that general shameless slanderer, 
The blundering truth ! 

Athelwold. 

Now were I vile, 
Stained, spotted, and dishonourable as thou 
Would^st have me, priest — ^were I reduced 
To crouch beneath thee like a beaten hoimd — 
To tremble, like a caitiff slav^ that fears 
Detection of his fault, at every word 
That falls by chance or purpose from thy lips — 
Did I stand here thy very slave, the slave 
Of every fool that should suspect my guilt — 
Oh ! had some falsehood, some pernicious lie. 
Robbed me of honour, bound me down in chains. 
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Transformed me — me Athelwold who was wont 
To look all mankind boldly in the face, — 
Into some craven creature, base, despised. 
To his own vision suddenly become 
Hateful and monstrous — 

Edgar. 

Oh, be calm ! be calm ! 
This passion is uncalled for. 

DUNSTAN. 

Pray, my liege 
Disturb him not. 

Athelwold. 

— ^Were I all this, or more. 
Yet still, in thee, these hints, this foul surmise. 
These half impeachments, can, I say, in thee. 
That nothing knows but what thy malice frames. 
Can be but baseless calumnies — the venom 
Of thy own seething brain — the hateful brood 
Of thy own rancorous heart ! 

DUNSTAN. 

It may be so. 
One of my order, a poor silly monk. 
Confessed a noble lady in the west, 
And after came to get his shrift of me. 

Edgar. 
What was there marvellous in that, your grace ? 
Save that a monk was penitent ? — I thought 
He shared with laymen only in the sin. 

DuNSTAN. 

The king's quick fancy carries him too fast, ■ 
The lady^s fame was spotless. For the monk. 
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His age was warrant for his chastity. 

Edgar. 
What brought him then to get his shrift of thee ? 

DUNSTAN. 

A folly merely, and a thing to smile at. 
The damsel, for she then was very young, 
Had archly looked the old man in the face, 
And not a word of all she then confessed 
Did the monk hear — she was so beautiful ! 
He poured at random benedictions down 
On her fair head, and had he heard her tell 
Of mortal sins he still had only blessed, 

, And laid no penance on her; ^twas, he said, 

^ As if the youngest angel of the skies 

I Was kneeling there, and mocking the old priest 

■ With playful show of mimic penitence. 

Athelwold. 
Was this Elfrida — say ? 

DuNSTAN. 

Be judge yourself. 
Edgar. 
Was it or not, I should believe my thane | 

Before a thousand of your monks. Now why 
Should'st thou, who canst not covet for thyself 
This enviable heiress, interpose 
To mar his marriage ? 

DUNSTAN. 

My liege, you are deceived. 
Grossly deceived in this — 
I would not mar the marriage of your thane. 
He knows full well I would not thwart him here. 
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If this young noble b^, as some will hint, 

My rival in the state, I shall be rid 

For ever of my dread competitor. 

His wife, be sure, will keep him much at home, — 

Or he keep her ; they'll not frequent the court. 

Ay, he shall wed — on my conditions too. 

He shall be quite the happy husband, quite — 

Nothing but happiness — and shall resign 

The cares of government to sadder men 

Not blesssed with loving wives. 

Athelwold. 

No more of this ! 
Dunstan, it is well known we are not friends. 
Nor shall I sue thy friendship. When you find 
You have me at advantage spare me not. 
Your hour to strike is not yet come. Meanwhile 
I leave this court with its overruling priest 
For some brief time. Out of this turbid life 
I'll carve me so much space of happiness, 
A little, little space — come next what may — 
And after that I will retuiii to court 
To meet your enmities. 

Dunstan. 
Nay, they may follow. 
Athelwold. 
My Uege, I hxunbly take my leave. 

\Ev%t Athelwold. 
Edgar. 

God speed thee. 
And frure thee well, inscrutable Archbishop. 

\Exit Edgar. 



8CENB II.] ATHELWOLD. 55 

DuNSTAN (alone.) 
He^s in the toils — enmeshed beyond reprieve ; 
He shall have time to wed— his ruin fast ! 
And then — ^but need is none I stir in this. / 

The court shall know it, and some gossip there 
Without a fee will bear it to the king. 
Or stay — ^the jester shall some afternoon 
Keep majesty awake with the sly trick 
That has been played him by his favoured thane. 
— Oh world ! oh world ! how do thy passions steal 
On the most guarded bosom ! What means this ? 
/ have no triumph here, and this man's fall 
Is not for my advancement. Let me now, 
This perturbation to subdue, retreat 
Awhile to solitude and peace. — Peace ! peace ! 
As if my solitude wer^ always peace 1 
As if celestial visitants alone. 

And none but thoughts that Heaven and man should see. 
Intruded on my painful hermitage ! 
I rule o'er other minds, and oftentimes 
Even as I stretch the sceptre forth I feel 
That throne of faith whereon I proudly sit 
Rock to its very centre. Woe is me ! [JEmL 



SCENE II. 

An Outer Court of the Palace. 
Enter Athelwold traversing it in hastey Wolfric 

foUovnng. 

Wolfric. 
Stay ! stay ! my lord. 



56 ATHELWOLD. [act hi. 

Athelwold. 

What would^st thou, sir, with me ? 
I cannot tarry now — I am in baste. 

WOLFRIC. 

I know it. Shall I ride with thee ? 

Athelwold. 

Ride whither? 

WOLPRIC. 

To see this lady fair that is not fair ! 

Look you, a hanger on about the court, 

A stray unbidden guest at palaces. 

Picks up a thing or two. No matter how 

It came to pass — I overheard this talk 

Between the king, the archbishop, and yourself. 

Methought the king was dull. 

Athelwold. 

Fool ! what care I 
Where thou hast played the listener ? Let me go. 
If you have any suit before the king 
Urge me some other time. 

WOLFRIC. 

Suit to the king ? 
Oh, none at all. Prefer me to his hounds ! 
I will have hounds, and land to hunt them on. 
And all my own, and all thy gift, my thane. 

Athelwold. 

How now ? 

WOLFRIC. 

^ One tenth of what this heiress brings, 

' Only a tithe— am I not moderate ? 
I Sounds there not some religion in the claim ? — 
And I am mute. 
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Athelwold. 
Mute ! what hast thou to tell of? 

WOLFRIC. 

And if I visit Olgar's residence 

Shall I have nothing then to tell the king ? 

You'll close the doors against me. 1*11 return 

And swear I entered them ; and if I say 

At a bold venture, that the lady there 

Is passing fair — and the king go to see — 

Will he discover / have told the lie ? 

Ha ! ha ! Til not retort that ^ more fool you !' 

A certain lord once lectured me withal ; 

There are some eyes no man can look on twice 

And keep his senses. Tut, man — never scowl. 

I like thee all the better for this slip, 

'Tis sociable — it makes us hearty friends, 

'Tis kind — it grants me knightly competence. 

Athelwold. 
You deem yourself in the possession of 
A secret fatal to me, and you come 
Athwart me here, alone, and, face to fece. 
You threaten its disclosure — you do this — 
You are a brave man, Wolfric. 

WOLFRIC. 

Who doubts that ? 
Is there a swordman that I would not dare 
To meet in deadly feud ? You smile, my lord. 
Let not your wisdom overreach itself; 
Something I am of braggart in my speech. 
And make loud words do much with craven hearts. 
But I can act my boldest braggardism 
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When it is needful. There are dead men^s bones 
Can testify of this. 

Athblwold. 

You saw a smile^ — 
Fool^ could you read its meaning ? I repeat 
You are a brave man^ Wolfric. 

WOLFRIC. 

By the lord ! 
He thinks to frighten me* This sword of mine 

, {he draw8 U.) 

Is aU the safeguard that I need. Mark it^ 
'Tis a good blade^ and mark this arm as well^ 
^s master of the weapon. 

Athelwold. 

You threaten then ? 

WOLFBIC. 

Not with the sword — this toy is for defence. 

{plays with U^ 
My threat is of a gentle whisper breathed 
In the king's ear. 

Athelwold. 
You threaten a proud man^ 
And hold the while your weapon to his throaty 
That he may take your physic patiently. 
I say again^ when you devised this scheme 
You were brave Wolfric. Now then to the triaL 

{he dratus*) 
What ! do you stand amazed ? Didst think that I 
Had any answer for thy menaces 
Than what this steel will give thee ? Was I game 
To be run down by any barking cur ? 
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Was I to be thy fellow ? — ^trade with thee \ 

For secrecy and falsehood ? Hadst thou been \ 

Some swordless citizen I must have sunk i 

To this vile barter, ^twas my joy to think 
That thou could'st fight, and I could kill thee, man. | 
Now can you read a smile ? — \ 

Quick ! to your fence ! You sought this, sir, you sought it. \ 
Thou common bravo, I will do the king 
One service more, I'll rid his court of thee. 
Vile, walking pestilence ! {Tkey fight. Athei^wold 

thrusts him through the body. Having 
pressed Wolpric to the side qf the 
stage the body falls behind the scene. 
The thing is dead. 
Even as I wipe this blood from off my steel. 
This creature^s fate drops from my memory. 
My life — 'tis all that colour on the doud 
Which lights me to the west. Oh now Elfrida, 
Open thine arms ! we have to count our bliss 
Perhaps by moments — open quick thine arms. 
And close me in for happiness and death ! \Emt. 



SCENP III. 

A desolate spot — night time — the mouth qf a rude cave, 

DuNSTAN {entering from the cave.) 
Ye angels ! and ye saints ! desert me not ! 
Let me rise too ! 
Upborne upon the wafture of your wings. 
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Let me rise too, and with ye enter Heaven ! 

Alas ! they vanish. — Were they here indeed ? 

Or were they visions sent to solace me 

After my conflict with Satanic powers 

Which for three mortal nights I had sustained ? 

Or were they — no, impossible ! — 

Angels and demons both — all phantasms, all — 

The creatures of mere thought ? — I cannot tell. 

— ^What fearful solitude they leave behind ! 

I stand on the bare earthy beneath this vault. 

Alone with God and nature. Nature, yes. 

But where the God ? Oh terrible 

Is this unseen Omnipotence ! Come back ! 

Ye shapes that sat with me erewhile, come back ! 

Come back, ye devils ! for your hostile rag 

Were comfort to this blank immensity 

That spreads around me, wider, wider spreads, — 

One silent, void, and infinite abyss. 

Overshadowed only with a fear. 

That darkens darkness, of an unknown Power, 

But where no Power is seen. 

{Kneels and then rises again^ 
In vain I kneel, 
I cannot shape a Presence for my prayers. 
All human thought dies out in the attempt. 
And reason is a chaos. God, where art thou ? 
I call for Thee, they give me but a world. 
Thy mechanism ; I call aloud for Thee, 
My father, friend, sustainer, teacher, judge. 
They give me world on world, planet on planet, — 
Take them away ! they but encumber heaven — 
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I cannot see my God ! 

— Now what is man, oh Heaven ! that thou shouldst have 

Regard for him, his virtue, or his guilt, 

His homage, or his prayers ? Man tortures man. 

Let man see to it, punish and prevent ; 

Why else did'st thou bestow his little share 

Of reason and of social government ? 

Creature most weak, sad, and contemptible. 

The devils do but mock thee when they grin 

Their hideous threats. Think^st thou thy puny Ufe 

Can anger its Creator ? Canst thou give, 

Give or withhold an honour to the God 

That made thee, puppet ? Or, poor jealous fools. 

Do ye contest it as a point concerns 

Your own high honour and prerogative. 

That He should plague ye everlastingly 

For mutual, mad, and transitory sins ? 

— Not mine ! not mine ! these thoughts, this blasphemy ! 

It is the whispering demon at my ear 

Pours in these impious doubts. Oh dark ! dark ! dark ! 

Are all things in this world. 

Some say that not the Supreme Architect 

But powers subordinate devised this globe ; 

If that some Spirit seized the quickening flame 

And used it for his wild and sportive ends, 

What huge and dread responsibihty 

Lies on that reckless angel ! 

Oh these doubts 
Resisted, yet renewed ! I cannot know 
By vMling more to know — I can but suflFer — 
Yet will I rank them foremost with my sins, 
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As sins will conquer them. Within that cell 

Which my own hands have dug, — dark, damp, and cold — 

A living grave yet sensitive to pain, 

And open still to unkind elements — 

With crawling worms balked of their wasting prey. 

My nourishment feeding disease, my life 

One agony of prayer — ^will I lie down 

*Till this proud thought be tamed. — ^Alas ! 

My mind, I feel, is sinking here — not now 

Can I resimie the tortures of that cave. 

My solitude is more than I can bear. [JS^nt. 



SCENE IV. 

A liuntrious apartment of the palace, brilliantly illuminated, 

Edgar and Edith are discovered sitting on a couch 
at one side, A dance of girls is being performed — Slaves 
are Jianding tmne to the king. The Jester in his fan- 
tastical costume stands on the other side leaning against 
a pillar watching the dance. 

The dancers mthdraw, except one, who coming forward 
and seating herself at the feet of Edgar and Edith, 
sings the following song, and then retires. 

SONG. 

Sweet blushing mistress think no ill 
If, with light dance, and floatin/^ vest. 

We wake the soft desire — for still 
The wish we raise, on thee will rest ; 

Plis love» though fed from thousand eyes. 

But looks on us — ^to thee it sighs. 
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And thou dread king, with kind caress 

Her timorous love assure^ restore. 
Who almost thinks it sin to bless. 

And, half refraining, yields the more ; — 
Oh, he but brought new pleasure in. 
The priest who first made pleasure sin ! 

Edgar. 

The song has moralized it well, my Edith. 
Oh, never did I love as now I love. 
Nor found so fair a cheek to tell it on ! 
It was a happy day whereon I freed thee. 
My pretty bird, from the duU convent cage 
They had immured thee in. 

Edith. 

Indeed, 'tis cruel 
In such a cage to prison a poor bird. 
Whose plumage gives it to the breeze of heaven. 
But being there, and having long since lost 
Its natural power of wing and beak, I doubt 
If it be kind to set it free again, 
Its very liberty a fear, for bolder fowl 
To pluck and peck at it. 

Edgar. 
But my sweet bird. 
Shall nestle on a monarches breast, where none 
Dares ruffle it. {Caresses her.) Come, sir jester. 
That stands there like a monument. 
Hast nothing for us, prose or rhime ? 

tlEiST£R. 

Do I not serve the crown ? 
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Edgar. 
Assuredly. 

Then have I a dispensation for silence for seven years. 

Dunstan has put the crown in his pocket for so long. 

[coming forward,) 

Stranger sight saw never clown — 
Lo> a king without a crown ! 
Sits and tells his amorous tale 
To a nun without a veil ! 

What a pretty pastoral it makes ! — I went to the Arch- 
bishop myself to get the like commutation for purga- 
tory. I laid this royal coxcomb, to which by the grace 
of God we have been elevated, most reverently at his 
feet, with many vows of renunciation, — but it would'nt 
do. 

Edgar. 

What said his grace ? 

Jester. 

He bad me wear it and serve your majesty as the 
greater penance of the two. The best is that a jester 
is never damned. 

Edgar. 

Your profound reason ? 

Jester. 

Why, ^tis no jesting matter : — But neither is he ever 
saved. He goes for nought. His lie is a laugh, and 
his laugh is a lie. All his vice is folly, and all his foUy 
— nothing — ^it dies in the doing. He is fit only for this 
limbo of vanity, the earth. — Do you know my loving 
master, why love is painted blind ? 
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Edgar. 
What a stale question is this ! 

Jester. 
Nevertheless we live and leam. Because love comes 
by hearing, not seeing. 

Edgar. 
Then should he be painted with long ears. 

Jester. 
■ So they say he is in some christian palaces— very long 
ears. Oh, my Uege lord and sovereign, if thine eyes 
had reached as far as thy ears ! — Oh, if they could have 
seen ! — if those long ears had not come in their way, 
that kept thee- Oh, egregious !— Ustening at a woman's 
face— Oh ! oh !— Ha ! ha ! 

Edgar. 
Sirrah, what art thou hammering at ? Out with thy 
wit at once. . 

Jester. 
Wit ! Lord bless you, none at all — none in either of 
us. ^Tis all over the court how I have been bamboozled 
— how they have gulled and cheated me. There^s not 
a courtier of them, from the earl to the serving-man, but 
loves drink, and they^U tell any lie to get it. There's 
Athelwold, he^s as great a drunkard as another, for all 
he looks so demure. Oh my beautiful malmsey wine ! 

Edith. 
Pray let us know, good fool, what misfortune this is 
which has befallen you. 

Jester. 
I have fashioned it into a sorrowful ballad — I'll recite 
it to his majesty. Listen. 

F 



66 ATHELWOLD. [act hi. 

Listen^ listen, while I tell 
What late a royal fool befell. 

It happened once upon a day. 

Take note no^ of the poetic beauties as I proceed. 
What a cluster of them lie perdu in that simple com- 
mencement! // happened once upon a day — how na- 
tural! and, so to speak, how dramatically conceived! 
A"profound critic would hang you his nose over such a 
thistle by the hour together. 

Edith. 

Oh, if you stop to criticize, we shall never have the 
story. 

Edgar. 

Go on, sir. Let us hear what this once upon a day 
was brought here to rhyme with. — ^There are fellows, 
Edith, who in what has been blundered out merely 
because it made for the verse, will discover for you a 
quite supernatural propriety. — Come sir, your rhyme for 
day. 

Jester. 

It happened once upon a day 

King Edgar to his slave 

A butt of malmsey gave. 
Or if he gave it not — ^he may. 

Pray you, mark the rhyme, your majesty — pray mark 
it well. 

Or if he gave it not — ^he may! 
I was in haste 
My wine to taste. 
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And therefore did I send 
A very kind and trusty friend^ 
To know if he the liquor could commend. 
With sour grimaces back he came, 
' D'ye call this wine ?' cried he, ' For shame ! — 
That great king Edgar — only think ! — 
Should give you vinegar to drink ! 
You cannot touch the nauseous stuff. 
But I 

Am very dry, 
*Twill suit my palate well enough ! * 
Then out I spoke in dudgeon. * Do your will 
And your vile carcass with the physic fill ! ' 
—Oh lord ! — oh lord ! — ^But all the rest 
My liege, you can divine. 
The royal fool must bear the jest. 
The rogue he drinks the wine !— ^ 
Each night my luscious wine ! 

[ The king throws a drinking cup which he holds 
in his hand at the Jester's head, who dodges 
and runs off the stage. Edgar and Edith 
both rise. 

Edgar. 
My very fool has rhymed it for his jest. 
But no, the crafly courtiers take this way. 
Envious at once and fearful of the thane. 
To let me know his treachery. And so 
I am the laughing-stock of my own court. 
Its common tattle ! 

Edith. 
What has moved you thus ? 
Edgar. 
Now as I live, ere many days are past. 
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J^ll see this wife of Athelwold^s. Dunstan 

Threw shrewd suspicions on the man, but I 

Was resolute to disbeUeve the priest. 

If he has played me false — ^made me his jest — 

His jest has dug his grave. He wins the woman, 

But he shall lie alone for this — aha ! 

Long while shall lie alone ! 

Edith. 

What can, my lord. 
Have thus disturbed you ? 

Edgar. 

And thou perhaps 
Wert in the secret. Pray did Athelwold 
Concert with thee ? — but who betrays himself? 
All men are liars — what are women then ? 
And who speaks truth, or holds his honour bound 
In stratagems of love ? I was a fool 
To trust in him. — ^What if she were indeed 
All that my fancy had divined — had loved — 
And he have clasped her ! — To thy chamber, girl. 
— If he has tricked me thus why then his blood 
Be on his own head. — Get thee to thy chamber. 

Edith. 
I go — I go ! — Words have escaped to-night 
A woman^s ear could hardly fail to catch. 
I will not stay, my liege, to hold this post 
Till the first face that's fairer than my own 
Crosses your path. I leave for my successor 
An open way. For ever fare you well. 

Edgar. 
Go, if thou wilt, go for eternity ! 
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And rid me of this puling sentiment 

Of a green giri. — ^Yes, yes^ I'll steal some day 

Upon him suddenly. — 1*11 be his jest ! 

Am I a king and shall they play upon me ? 

Now what *twixt man and man the guilt of this. 

What sort of crime, or what its punishment, 

I cannot say — ^but practised on a king. 

By a sworn thane upon his sovereign, 

I'll call it treason and pronounce it death ! 

Edith. 
Without a word or look, he lets me fall 
Unheeded, irrecoverably sink. 
As water sinks in water. 

Enter Dunstan, {his manner disturbed.) 

DUNSTAN. 

Let me be with my fellow-kind. Your hand. 
Ha ! 'tis a king's — give me a human hand. ^ 

(^Throws aside Edgar's and takes the hand of Edith) 
Let me take refuge with my kind, and share 
Our general failings with the general faith. 
Thoughts bred in Hell, assailed me ; they were sent 
For my humiliation — I am humbled. 

Edgar. 
Not to your king, it seems. But perhaps your slight 
Of him is part of your devotion, saint. 

Dunstan. 
Edith, you are in tears. This fickle king 
Has cast thee off ? 

Edith. 
Ask me not — let me go. 
Dunstan. 
Thv tears confess it. Leave now this cruel court : 
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I'll plant thee where a kindly sisterhood 
With care and tenderness shall heal thy wounds^ 
And bind thy broken heart. In some far abbey. 
Beneath another sky, and if it please, 
Another name, thou shalt be happy yet. 

Edith. 
The voice of Dunstan, but how much unlike 
The Dunstan that I lately spoke withal ! 
Oh, now thou mak'st me feel, and mourn indeed. 
My wretched weakness. 

Dunstan. 

Grieve not so much that sin 
Hath found a stealthy passage to thy heart. 
As now rejoice that penitence hath tracked 
Its subtle footsteps there. Sin and repentance— 
These two give men religion and their God, 
Their faith, their hope. It is not innocence. 
It is not wisdom claims the skies for man, • 

Or wings his soul to immortality, 
^Tis guilt that leads to the celestial gate. 
And weeping mercy stands to open it. 

Edgar. 
And whilst you rave, or sermonize a girl. 
Your monarch, in his palace, may stand by, 
May speak, address you, insolent proud priest, 
And wait in vain an answer ! 

Dunstan. 

I am bent 
On charitable deed — am occupied 
With deep and serious thought. Go to thy pander — 
Consult with him some newer lust — entrap 
Some fresher victim — for one sensual hour 
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Kill all her days to come. Such are thy deeds^ 
Such are thy noble thoughts. I cannot gloss^ 
Or parley with them now. When next I need 
The king Pll speak with thee. {Going vnth Edith.) 

Edoar. '^ 

And thou^ lewd minx. 
Wilt thou conspire with him ? Wilt thou too brave me 
In my own palace walls ? Go with that priest, 
And dearly, bitterly shalt thou abide it. 

Edith. 
Let me not part in anger with thee, Edgar, 
^Tis I — I only — ^that am wronged, — 
I only suffer here — yet let us part 
In sorrow not in anger. 

[Rushes towards Aim, but Dunstan 
restrains her. 
Dunstan. 

Thou'rt his no more. 
He has repulsed thee — thou art mine — I will 
Protect thee, even from thyself, fond woman. 

Edgar. 
Release thy hold and let her come to me. 
Or— 

Dunstan. 
I attend. What is this mighty threat 
Which cannot find fit'utterance, as it seems. 
Even from a monarches throat? — O have I lived 
In severe abstinence from all delights 
That make life dear to man, and courted pain 
For the great liberty she brings, and now 
Is there a mortal power shall threaten me ? 
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What is it Edgar ? Oh, thou dost compete 

With unembodied spirit. On my life 

Where can^st thou hang a threat, or plant a woimd ? 

Edgar. 
I can complete the sentence if you force me. 
There was a Dunstan, abbot of Glastonbury, 
Was banished from his country. 

DUNSTAN. 

And he ruled it 
Even from his exile, and the man returned 
Archbishop, as I think, of Canterbury, 
And ere he set his foot upon the soil. 
He had the power to set another king 
Than him who banished him, upon the throne. 
So runs the narrative. — Oh God of Heaven ! 
I thank Thee for this strife ! Here — here my faith 
In all its fullness is restored to me. 
I am that Dunstan thou hast given in charge 
To subdue monarchs and to rule a people — 
I am that Dunstan whom in this vile body 
Thou hast allowed with angels to commune. 
And with the powers of Satan to contend — 
I am that Dunstan still retained on earth 
To walk so long with men that regal pride. 
Assailing thy dear church, may meet its check. 
And none be greater than the priest of God. 
—Behold I pass before thee with my charge. 
My timid charge, nor shalt thou see her more. 

[Eant Dunstan bearing off Edith, afier^ 
wards Edgar in the opposite direction. 



ACT IV. 

SCENE I. — Devonshirer'^n apartment in what is now the 

mansion of Athelwold, 

Athelwold and Elfrida. 

Elfrida. 
And you can find content, my Athelwold, 
Here, in this place, with only your Elfrida ? 

Athelwold. 
Less than content, and more than happiness. 
How pass these hours no tongue I think could tell, — 
The down upon an angePs wing 
Not fleeter, softer, or more tremulous. 

Elfrida. 
Your love it wanes not though the first sweet moon 
Of wedded Ufe be waning fast ? 

Athelwold. 

Ah no ! 
I have forborne to weigh thy spirit, dear. 
Or rob this period of its perfect bliss. 
By any dark perspective, but be sure 
'Tis no frail love could live in such a sea 
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As in my bosom is now running high, 

Less passion were despair. Here, on thy neck. 

Would that I now could breathe my last, Elfiida ! 

I gave all else of being for this bliss — 

It has been mine — why should I live beyond ? 

Elfrida. 
You talk the sweetest wildness, Athelwold, 
And give the sweetest kisses therewithal. 
That ever lover dealt in. 

Athelwold. 
Love is wild. 
And from his cradle has the wildest thoughts. 
I could make strange confessions ; wretched men 
Entreat oblivion for their present griefs. 
Or for past joys remembered bitterly, 
Would'st thou believe it ? — I — in thy embrace — 
Have prayed obHvion of my happiness, 
A Lethe for my bUss — have sighed to be 
Some forlorn wretch wandering a beaten shore. 
Alone, without a joy, a hope, a thought 
Beyond my perfect misery — ^then have woke 
(Such thoughts are but a dream) to thy fond love 
Which takes anticipation out of Heaven, 
And makes the eternal future aU as blank 
As that eternal past we lived not in. 
— And now thy question back again — canst thou 
Find here content with only Athelwold ? 

Elfrida. 
Content with thee, beyond all hopes content. 
Only methinks I want to show the world 
What happiness is min^, and make some brag 
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Of the great prize I've won. When shall we go 
To Edgar's court ? 

Athelwold. 
Believe me you will find 
Nothing to recompense at Edgar's court 
The weariness of travel. 'WTien we leave 
This sweetest privacy, which shall be soon. 
We will to Rome, the queen of cities, Rome, * C.^ 
Which losing empire holds her homage still. 
The pensive widowed queen of half a world. 
At Edgar's court — who's there ? 

{Enter a Page.) 
Elfrida. 

'Tis but your page. 
How strange that you, a soldier, should be given 
To start at every footstep ! 

Athelwold. 

What brings you ? 
Page. 
A man has ridden here in desperate haste, 
Calls himself Oswald — 

Athelwold. 
Ha ! — ^my spy — Bid him 
Enter immediately. 

Page. 
He's here, my lord. [Eant Page. 

{Enter Oswald.) 
Athelwold. {Seizing him by the 
tvrist and taking him apart.) 
Thy news ? 
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Oswald. 

The king, my lord, comes here to-night. 
He will arrive before the sim goes down. 

Athelwold. 
Oh God ! — And thou — why hast thou let him steal 
Thus suddenly upon me ? 

Oswald. 
He has kept 
His project secret until now. I rode 
A noble steed to death to bring the tidings 
Thus eariy to you. 

Athelwold. 
You shall have gold will buy 
A hundred steeds. Where did you leave the king ? 

Oswald. 
My lord, upon the borders of the county. 
The chase has been his pretext hitherto 
For this excursion. 

Athelwold. 
Brings he much escort ? 
Oswald. 
The nobles and main body of his suite 
Are left upon the Dorset boundary. 
With a picked guard of men he pushes forward. 

Athelwold. 
You may go, Oswald. To my household, mark ! 
Breathe not a syllable of this. Your warning 
Scant as it is the king must not suspect ; 
Let his surprise be perfect upon them. 
^ Some hours are left us yet — too few for flight — 
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But perhaps enough for stratagem. [Eait Oswald. 

So soon ! 

Elfrida. 
What brought this messenger ? And why that sigh ? 

Athelwold. 
I am about to tell thee, love. The king 
Comes here to-night. 

Elfrida. 
The king ! — A sudden visit — 
But what makes Athelwold to fear his king ? 

Athelwold. 
He will see you, Elfrida, and he too 
After his fashion, he wiU love. One glance — 
One charm — how many are there here ! — 
That wakes desire, robs me of thee for ever. 

Elfrida. 
My lord ! what may this mean ? Am I distrusted ? 
Am not I credited for that most cheap. 
That common compelled virtue of our sex. 
Which wert thou as contemptible and base 
As thou art worthy honour, self-respect 
Alone would furnish me ? Oh, now I see 
Why I am kept here like a prisoner. 
Jealousy, my lord. Shame! shame! Athelwold. 
*Tis the gross outgrowth of gross minds — the rage 
Of little men that have one virtue left. 
They know their littleness. I thought my lord 
Too proud for jealousy. Oh, were this Edgar 
The greatest monarch underneath the sun. 
Outfacing him in splendour — were he great 
As were those emperors in the Roman time 
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When emperors were gods^ or like the gods 
In their world-government — ^his offered sceptre 
Could not a moment shake my constant faith 
To thee and to thy fortmies. 

Athelwold {who hcLS been occu- 
pied on his otvn schemes.) 
Say there were 
Means to deter him from his amorous suit, 
And save thee from the insult of his love ? 

Elfbida. 
What riddle, or what dream, do you propound ? 

Athelwold. 
That beauty which will tempt our monarch's eye. 
You could obscure it for a single day. 
Some harmless juice, tinting that lustrous cheek, 
Might leave thee pleasing still, and yet abate 
That too quick rapture which your loveliness 
Will else to Edgar's veins communicate. 

Elfrida. 
This is but repetition of the wrong. 
Nay, if thou hast in me no confidence, 
I sweep away all vows, all promises. 
— Vows to an imbeliever who would make ? — 
I mttst resent this flagrant jealousy. 

Athelwold. 
Here is no jealousy — and no distrust 
Of thee or of myself. There's more in this 
Than you divine Elfrida. You shall hear 
The grounds I have for making a request 
Which must as yet seem most fantastical. 
Which then I know you will as lightly grant 
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As I do sadly ask it of thee. — 

When first I was thy guest, first saw thee here, 

I came commissioned by this very king ^-^^ 

To give report if thou wert beautiful. 

EliFRIDA. 

Ha! 

Athelwold. 
'Twas rumoured that in this seclusion dwelt 
A paragon of beauty, and the king 
Advised to wed, to grace and rule his court 
With presence of a queen, gave me in charge 
To bring him word if common fame spoke truth 
Of Olgar's daughter. 

Elfbida. 

Stay ! Was I to be 
The queen of England if you foimd my face 
Answer this rumour ? 

Athelwold. 
It was so designed. 
Elfrida. 
Pray what report gave you his majesty ? 
When here you sang my praises loud enough. 

Athelwold. 
One which I daily curse, and daily bless 
My tongue for having uttered. In one hour 
I overthrew the honour of my life 5 
I spoke most slightingly of charms which I 
Had found omnipotent, feigned that thy rank 
And opulence were the true charms indeed 
Which gave thee all this blazon, — and in fine. 
Harping on thy possessions, I obtained 
Permission to pursue my private suit. 
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Now when the king shall see thee — instantly 
My falsehood is most manifest ; his rage — 
f But that is naught — his love for thee, Elfrida, 
WiU kindle at the sight. To me it seems, 
Albeit unused to trick or stratagem. 
No bad device if for some hours to come 
Your singular great beauty you obscure* 
This danger past we will with happy speed 
Escape to Rome ; there have I kindest friends ; 
There shalt thou rival queens in luxury. 
Oh ^tis a city where each mansion shames 
Our northern palaces. But not on this 
Would I be thought to dwell ; I have no fear 
To trust thy answer to thy love alone. 

Elfrida. 
From all which story now first told me, thane, 
I gather this — I was marked out to be 
The queen of England, and the messenger 
Wooed for himself instead. 

Athelwold. 

And won thee, dear ? 
Won thee for ever — ^is't not so ? 

Elfrida. 

And further 
. That this ambassador to gain his ends 
Slandered my beauty to his royal master. 

Athelwold 
Which love will amply justify to thee. 
Though, in my memory it should rankle still. 

Elfrida. 
I have been told that true and vaUant hearts 
Would just as soon recant their Christian faith. 
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As slander thus the lady of their love. i 

Surely it was a cold considerate love 

That could consent to such an artifice. i 

Athelwold. 

Cold and considerate ! Oh, what words are these ? 

A change, Elirida^ has come over thee, 

An altered manner, and a tone which I 

Have fought against, refusing to receive 

Into my mind their due significance. 

Considerate love ! By Heaven ! I purchased thee 

With loss of all men value upon earth. 

Elfbida. 

Of that you best may judge. It seems that I 
Am here the person wronged, yet through thy tale 
Which well expounds thy falsehood to the king. 
And thine own peril, I have heard no word 
Which speaks of my ureparable wrong. 

Athelwold. 
Thy wrong ! I made thee wife of Athelwold, 

Elfrida. 
I have been libelled, cheated of a crown. 
Kept here in secrecy, your guilty prize. 
Told to begrime my cheek to the foul hue 
You doubtless gave it in your narrative. 
And, last of all, am promised — as reward 
Of spousal tame obedience — fair exchange 
For royal honoiirs pilfered from my brow — 
A banishment to Rome. What's Rome to me ? 
Be sure you give it out to all your fnends 
That you have hid me in this privacy. 
And now exile me, out of very shame 

G 
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Of my deformities. 

Athelwold. 
Bear witness Heaven ! 
I doubted not Elirida would have deemed it 
A nobler destiny to wed with one, 
Who honourably loved, than to be queen 
Of a lascivious monarch, faithless, vain. 
And fickle as the wind — But low indeed 
Must Athelwold have fallen to play the part 
Of his own advocate. 

EliFRIDA. 

Oh, give me back 
My maiden state, and let me play the game 
Of life out iairly ! What had'st thou to come 
'Twixt me and England's monarch ? It was mine 
To choose .or to reject. But justice now. 
Redress and restoration of my rights. 
You cannot give — 'tis folly to demand. 
Even the poor shew of sorrow — which were here 
So safe ! — ^you deign not to put on, nor speak 
As one who has his peace to make with me. 

Athelwold. 
Let the king come ! — throw wide the doors for him ! 
I have no wife. She whom I took for mine. 
She is already Edgar's. Vanity 
Has seized at once each passage of thy heart. 
— Oh God ! and did I give my very soul 
To this mere mask ! 

Elfrida. 
What insulting gaze 
Is this you fix upon my face, my lord ? 
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Athelwold. 
Insulting ! Oh, no no ! — I do admire 
Thou supernatural mischief ! — do adore 
Thou sweetest incarnation of the Power 
That tempts but to destroy ! — Oh thou fiend. 
Incomparably armed to clutch men's souls. 
All Hell does worship thee ! — Nay, let me look, — 
Give me leave still. Now all ye Heavenly powers, 
What horrid cheat is this ye put on man 
When ye make woman beautiful ! For this — 
This hollow thing, this picture which I leave 
Here for who will to come and gaze upon, 
I gave — Oh, more than life — I stained my soul 
With falsehood as with leprosy, and bore 
About me the foul, secret, loathsome shame 
Of a dishonourable lie. I gave — 
But in thy hearing why do I lament ? 
Let me be calm. Thy wrong — thy wrong ! — Elfrida, 
Is not irreparable ; thou shalt have 
Ample redress ; thou shalt be Edgars queen. 
Go, meet this king, go forth in all thy beauty, 
To grace of manner add the pomp of dress. 
Add aU the blandishments of gentle speech. 
Go captivate his senses till they reel 
With foretaste of delight, — ^then let him know 
Thou dost resent my two-fold treachery. 
Thou dost renounce, disclaim the wretched thane 
Who filched thee from a sovereign — Oh thy wrong 
Shall earn a speedy vengeance, and my death 
Shall clear quick passage to a monarch's arms. 
-The way, observe, lies open for redress. 
Facile and smooth^ — it is but to enjoy 
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A second gayer triumph of thy charms. 

Elfrida. 
To be thus haughty when the wrong is done 
Is politic ; it saves acknowledgment. 
And gives offence some show of dignity. 
I do not seek thy life. Why chai^ on me 
Such horrible design ? No act of mine 
Has brought thee to this pass. Nor see I how 
This foolish trick I am to play the king 
Would surely save thy life. 

Athelwold. 

Oh do not think 
I will repeat my poor request to thee. 
The jeopardy in which I stood I told. 
Deeming the danger had concerned us both. 
I was deceived. Now have I no request 
To make to thee, or any living soul. 
Never again shall my proud spirit bend 
Before a mortal form. Never again 
ShaU it have hope or fear. I am now free — 
Ha ! ha ! how free ! — free as despair itself — 
Free as the vacant winds that bear our blows, 
And dash themselves on aU things, for in all 
Their wide circumference they have no spot 
On which a wound can fix. I am again 
A solitary man. Lady, farewell ! 

Elfrida. 
Stay Athelwold — 

Athelwold. 
To canvas with a woman 
Whether her vanity or my poor life 
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Should first be sacrificed ? I yield — I yield. 

lEait Athelwold. 
Elfrida. 
Were he less haughty — ^did he sue to me.— 
His wife he proudly thinks should estimate 
Him at the value of a monarchy. 
His heart before a throne. Tell man by man 
I think there are but few would rival him. 
But the mere wife of any man on earth. 
Oh ! what is this to be a sceptred queen. 
To wear the robe imperial, to look down 
From our serene and royal eminence. 
With condescending and unruffled smile. 
Upon aU ranks below ? 

[Walks to a mirror and stands before it. 
Fair face, you were 
Defrauded of your rights ; these brows, methinks. 
Would not have misbecome the diadem. 
What ! over-smear with some dull muddy dye 
This delicate soft cheek, efiace its bloom 
Perhaps never to return. Monstrous request ! 
A suicidal thought ! 

Enter Gilbertha. 

OiLBERTHA. 

Elfrida, news ! 
The king is coming — ^will be shortly here ! 

Elfrida. 
So I have heard, my girl. 

GiLBERTHA. 

Now must we hold 
Council of war. What jewels, and what robe. 
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What tire will you wear ? And yet Elfrida, 
Wear but that lovely colour in your cheek. 
And there is not a queen in Christendom 
So gloriously arrayed. 

Elfrida. 

You would not have me 
Hide it behind a mask, or paint it over 
Till it should match the gipsies ? 

GiLBEBTHA. 

No indeed. 
What put so mad a thought into your head ? 

Elfrida. 
Glorious as any queen in Christendom ! 
How well that title sounds of queen ! — ^A queen ! 
There is in woman howsoever loved. 
Caressed and idolized, a something still 
Of the inferior, the submissive sex; 
Now this word queen, this little potent word. 
How it rights all. The grace of womanhood 
Divorced irom woman's weakness, blooms a graft 
On the strong stem of power ; her loveliness 
Solicits not the captious taste of man. 
But like to beauty in the beaming sun. 
Compels his adoration. Were I queen 
How affable to all men would I be. 
How sweet, benign and gracious ! They should say 
I was the loveliest creature in the land. 
And I should seem to be the woman only 
When most I played the queen. 

Gilbertha. 

You were a queen 



scBNBi.] ATHELWOLD. . 87 

Did beauty give a title to the throne. 

Elfrida. 
It does, it does, my girl. Beauty to woman 
Is sword and spear, her arms of war and conquest. 
And did she wage her battle in fair field. 
With equal laws of combat — 

OlLBERTHA. 

Then fair faces 
Would win bright diadems — ^good state-craft this ! 

Elfrida. 
Nay but the lists are never fairly kept. 
And say a king might fall beneath her lance 
What wrong were hers if from before her course 
The glorious prize were spirited away. 
And she were cheated, tricked, deceived to bend 
Her wasted war against some meaner foe ! 

61LBERTHA. 
It were a grievous wrong. But come away 
He will be here within an hour. We have 
This notice by the merest chance. A huntsman 
Full of the chase overtook and passed the king. 

Elfrida {turning towards the 

mirror^ 
All men of beauty do not judge alike ; 
This Edgar who has lived and lorded it 
Amongst the fairest women in the land. 
May find an ordinary picture here. 

OiLBERTHA. 

We'll try if rustic charms that have grown up 

In the sweet air of Devonshire, can please 

A monarch's taste, and match his courtly dames. 
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Elfrida. 
No harm in that Gilbertha ? is there, love ? 
If this poor face should please a monarches eye 
It is no fault of mine ? 

Gilbertha. 
None in the world. 
Come I will be thy bower-maid to-day. 
And none but I. 

Elfrida (still looking in the 

mirror.) 
This dwarfish coronet 
How low it lies upon the stunted brow ! 
I'll wear no jewels. With a single rose, 
, And this same bridal white, suppose we tempt 
The royal thought with image of the maid 
The laggard lover had he sooner come 
'. Might for himself have wooed. Well, let us go. 

[Es^eunt. 



SCENE II. 

The hall of the same mansion. 

A flourish of trumpets is heard — t?ie royal guard enter 
and arrange themselves along the hall. Edgar enters 
leading in Elfrida, Gilbertha following ; Athel-' 
WOLD walks at some little distance from the group. 

Edgar. 
Sweet hostess pardon me. — Something there is. 
Something thy beauty tends not to allay. 
Which racks my mind — I would take leave of thee 
For some few moments. — Let all quit this place 
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But I and Athelwold.-^Guards, wait without. 

[Ea^eunt all but Edgar and Athelwold. 
{Having watched Ejlfrida take her leave, turns 

to Athelwold.) 
And that was Cigar's daughter ? 

Athelwold. 

Was — and is, 
Edoab, 
In that word all is said. Thou hast thy sword^ 
I mine^ I'll fight this quarrel out with thee 
As man to man. 

Athelwold. 
Your life, my liege, belongs 
To England ; I'll not draw upon the king. 

Edgar. 
You speak with haughty cold forbearance, thane. 
As sure of victory. I know thy skill. 
But thou shalt find what strength to this right hand 
The spfait of a king can give. 

Athelwold. 
I have 
But little terror of thy royal arm. 
My country late united in your sway 
Would mourn her monarch's loss — I will not draw. 

Edgar. 
And must I stab like an assassin then ? 

Athelwold (pointing to the door.) 
What need ? — ^Your guard is standing there, without. 
Why should a king assassinate ? or stain 
His own hand with the blood he sheds ? Monarchs 
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To do their will have executioners. 
And only speak their murders. 

Edgar (after a short pause,) 
And Athelwold ! 
Of all men living Athelwold to turn 
Foul traitor to me ! — one whose simple word 
I would have trusted as a voice from heaven 
Which from its nature could not verge from truth. 

Athelwold. 
I will not say, king Edgar knows the power 
Of woman^s beauty, and some fellowship 
Should have with one that beauty has o'erthrown ; 
Kings have no fellowship, and that same proud 
Prerogative of mercy they display 
With mock munificence to public wrongs. 
And crimes the state has suffered by, extends 
Rarely to injuries themselves have felt. 
And never to the man once called a friend : 
There is in all the royal chancery 
No writ of pardon for such criminals. 
Your rage must take its course. 

Edgar. 

And shall. — And yet 
On some conditions I might spare thy life. 
Touch not Elfiida more, — and further, this — 
At Rome through gold and some slight perjury. 
When princes sue, divorces are obtained. 
Now swear thou something, some affinity. 
Some precontract, some contrary vow, 
) (A learned canonist shall frume the lie) 
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Some solemn pretext to annul this bond 
Of treasonable marriage, and thy life 
My royal clemency may spare. 

Athelwold. . 

My death 
Were speedy sure divorce : toil not your brain 
For schemes less certain, not more honest. 

Edgar. 

Life, 
Bear it in mind, life and Elfrida thine — 
It cannot be. Were ye to fly, which ye shall not. 
And hide in obscure forests, or the courts 
Of Indian monarchs, I would send a slave 
Should plunge a dagger in thy breast, and tear 
This lovely woman from thy dying grasp. 

Athelwold. 
You marked the lady's courtesy, my liege,-^ 
Her manner did it please ? Was it not kind ? 
Attractive, gracious ? — zealous to delight 
As could beseem the woman who would add 
To alf her charms the charm of modesty ? 

Edgar, 
She is divme ! No emperor's court 
On its high dais ever showed the world 
A grace so perfect and majestical 5 
No pastoral valley ever did conceal 
One half her sweetness and her purity. 

Athelwold^ 
You found her afiable ? — benign ? 

Edgar. 

Yes, yes. 
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Athblwold. 
Not sullen^ mute, or sad^ as one who knew 
That every smile cut at her husband's life ? 

Edgab. 
She knew not that. 

Athelwold. 
She knew it weD^ my li^e. 
Judge now what bond remains between ns two — 
If life with her be my desire ? 

Edgab. 

Then aid 
In this divorce. 

Athelwold. 
Not with your canonist. 
Edgab. 
Madman ! — But thtis it is. — Men of your stamp 
Long while so wise, discreet and disciplined^ 
Take they some single passion to their breast. 
They are self-willed as Satan, nothing daunts. 
Honour and priestcraft they outface them all — 
It is their unll — ^in open day they fling ^ 

Their conscience down before the gaping crowd 
And it may roar aloud, they can defy 
The universal storm. That fever past, 
Lo, they are cold again as rocks, unmoved 
As adamant, and come this very world 
With sober counsel and with fiiendly aid, 
They have their virtue then — their scruples then — 
Nor by a hair's-breadth can be turned aside 
Out of their mulish path of rectitude. 
— Yet what hast thou to do with honour more. 
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Who didst betray thy sovereign, fals^ thane ? 

Athelwold. 
\ Who spoke of virtue — ^who of rectitude — 
\ Who here of honour breathed one single word ? 
; Not I — ^not I ! — the simple * I will not/ 

Was all my answer. What ! shall none but kings 
\ Be peremptory. — Thou mere selfish man, 
I Stranger to generous thought, fall I within 
I The scope of thy rebuke ? Could one step sink me 
j To the poor level of your majesty ? 
i Are years of discipline, and all the pride 
/ Of virtue in one error lost ? Not so. 
J I look that wretched error in the face — 

Know it for what it is — ^but I'll not grow 
; Like to my fault by gazing on it. — Honour 
' May show on me like tarnished panoply. 

Bruised, battered and decayed — I know it yet 

An armour of good proof. 

Edgar. - 
Let it keep thee then 

Wanrf in thy prison-hours. Ho, there ! my guard ! 

(Re-enter the royal guard.) 

Secure that man ! Bear him away 

To some remote apartment of this mansion. 

Keep him close prisoner. Take his sword — but put. 

Upon his person no indignity 

Save what strict custody requires. — Away ! 

Thou to thy prison — I to my lady^s bower. 

{Exeunt — the guards leading off Athelwold.) 
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SCENE III. 

A Room in the same. 

{Enter Oilbertha toith hurried step leering in 

Elfbida.) 
Oilbertha. 
Dearest^ your husband — 

Elfrida. 

What of my husband ? 
You see he leaves me here to entertain 
The king alone. Why have you called me forth ? 
His majesty may well take some offence. 

GlLBERTHA. 

Leaves you ! he is imprisoned by this king 
In his own house. The princely Athelwold 
Lies guarded like a felon in yon chamber. 

Elfrida. 
Why bring you this to me ? 

Oilbertha. ^ 

Why bring I this ! 
I am amazed. 

Elfrida. 
It has amazed me too. 
Is Athelwold imprisoned by the king ? 
Some state-affair^ some treasonable plot 
Has led to this. The thane is known to be 
A proud aspiring man, who overweens. 
Still aiming higher than his rank allows, 
One who would step before and loose his shaft 
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Even where the king had bent his bow. 

OiLBEBTHA. 

What tattle 
Is all this ! Surely you apprehend me not. 
I say the royal guard armed to the teeth 
E[eep watch around his door ; I questioned one 
Of his stem keepers who repUed they stayed 
For further orders, whereupon he raised 
His battle-axe, with motion perhaps unmeant, 
But to my mind it spoke distinct enough 
What order he was waiting there. 

EliFRIDA. 

Some treason 
Has doubtless been discovered by the king. 

{Turns to go.) 

GiLBERTHA. 

Treason ! some vile pretext to take a life 
Worth fifty of his own. And you return <^ 

To bland society, to gentle converse. 
You ! — in these halls !— with your lord's murderer ! 
Elfrida, a surmise most horrible. 
Too monstrous for my utterance. 

Elfrida. 

Pry'thee then 
Utter it not. 

OiLBERTHA. 

Tell me— 

Elfrida. 

I tell thee nothing. 
And ask thou nothing. Think whatever you will 
See and divine, conclude— I care not what. 
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But breathe it not to me. I will not hear 

The monstrous thought that harbours in your breast. 

Peace I say, peace ! — Oh wise examinant ! 

Think you I am to eke the slander out. 

And be my own detractor ? 

61LBERTHA. 

She is lost ! 
That spirit so magnificently lodged 
Falls as the angels fell. Heavens ! can it be 
That our immortal part, which is to bear 
Eternal weal or woe, can suffer change, 
AU in a moment, terrible as this ! 
Now light, now darkness. 

Elfrida. 

Make not me your rant. 
Am I degraded to the moral theme 
Of a declamatory girl ? 

OiLBERTHA. 

If love 
Such as you bore to Athelwold can thus 
Be suddenly extinguished, the poor friendship 
You gave to your Gilbertha well may follow it ; 
I would not have it stay in such a breast. 
Yes, 1^11 be clamorous — but not to thee. 
I'll raise the household, — every serf shall rise — 
Surely the slaves can match what Htde force 
The king has here. 

Elfrida. 
Stay ! stay ! thou foolish girl. — 
If Athelwold should be for crimes of state 
Under arrest, it is not force of arms 
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Can liberate him. Never monarch swayed 
These realms as Edgar does ; and to resist 
His power were hopeless. We might bend his will. 
And leave you that with me. 

GiLBERTHA. 

But will you ? wiD you ? 

Oh be thyself, Elfrida ! What ! for this— 

This pompous and lascivious king, with whom 

Thy beauty even goes not to the heart. 

Is but eye-pleasure, and a finer touch 

That he would revel in — Oh Heaven ! wilt thou 

For this — desert, destroy Athelwold 

Who is to thee so tender passionate, 

Hath such a sweet and provident regard 
, As mingles man and angel in his love ? 

Think how he wooed. Alas ! the little rose 

That bloomed one moment on the precipice. 

The next upon thy brow, is hardly dead ; 

I saw its withered leaves but yesterday 
\ Within thy chamber fondly treasured up — 
\ They seemed the dearest treasure there. 

Elfrida. 

Go! go! 

You put me on the rack. Leave me. The king 

Will presently be here to seek me out. 

GiLBERTHA. 

I go, but yet — 

Elfrida» 
Leave me, I pray, Gilbertha. 

GiLBERTHA. 

To better thoughts I trust. Or must I say 

I had a friend. [Eait Gilbertha. 

H 
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Elfrida. 
She knows it — so will all — 
Know what ? Why what do I ? Oh God ! I feel 
The crime we suflFer to be done is ours. 
I am his murderer — ^his ! — Oh what a world 
Of torture Ues in one divided heart ! 
The infernal serpent in his burning den, 
Who is all malice, all one rage within, 
As he without is all one flaming woe, 
Methinks might from this bosom pluck a pang 
Should stay his fiery torture, and suspend 
Hell's horrible monotony of pain. 

{Enter Edgar.) 

Edgar. 
My sweet Elfrida, England^s queen that shall be. 
That art already queen, that all this while 
Hast been of right my very lovely queen. 
Mine and none others — am I doomed to pass 
Within these walls blessed by thy beauty, pass 
The night in sighs ? Such torment who could bear ? 
Not Tantalus himself to be reprieved 
His whole eternity of thirst. My throne 
I share with thee — this night thy happier throne — 

Elfrida. 
Away, slight man ! Am I with boisterous breath 
To be encountered Hke a courtezan ? 
If I to share a throne 

Give soul and body both, think you I mean 
To risk the precious fee ? 

Edgar. 

What change is here ! 
Within this half-hour thou wert full of mirth. 



SCENE III.] ATHELWOLD. 99 

And smiles that made hope daring. 

Elfrida. 

My husband 
Is captive in yon chamber ; his release 
Lies through the gates of death. No child^s play this. 
No poor beginning in ambition^s ways, — 
And that for one who since she was a child 
Never devised a pain for living thing. 

Edgar. 
Whatever happens is no deed of thine ; 
^Tis my own quarrel with the thane. But if 
The death of this man — ^husband he is none — 
Afflict thee, let him live. So thou art mine 
I care not. At thy suit I pardon him. 
Albeit his treachery to me apart. 
His gross, contemptuous slander of thy charms 
Alone should merit death. 

Elfrida. 
(aside) Insidious man! 
Oh grant me patience ! does the villain think 
That I would be his mistress ? — soft awhile. 
— ^You mock, my liege. If I am thine I hold 
Thee Edgar and my share of sovereign rule 
By title unimpeachable ; as sure 
As thou art king, by the like stable right 
Must I be England^s queen. 

. Edgar. 

And so shall be. 
'Tis all I seek, all I petition for. 
Say that this wretch escape with barely life. 
He leaves behind this noble appanage, 
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Which with all lands of the revolted thane 
As duly forfeited, we seize upon 
—But to confer on thee ; say that he live. 
We'll give him out as dead, and marry, love. 
A banished pauper will not dare to claim 
Thy hand of England^s monarch. It were death 
In him to show himself: one only word 
Forfeits his head and makes our fiction truth. 
So may you happily be England's queen. 
Yet save the life of this presxmiptuous man. 

Elfrida. 
So may I happily be turned adrift 
As the king's strumpet, when I cease to please 
As the king's wife — were this good policy ? 
You better know than I if this poor hand 
Be worth acceptance, but we both know well 
It must be first released ere it be pledged 
In second matrimony.— I must see him. 

Edgar. 
See who ? 

Elfrida. 
Athelwold. 

Edgar. 

A guard is placed 
Upon him with strict orders that none enter 
Unless he bring the pass-word. 

Elfrida. 

Give it me. 
Edgar* 
Which pass-word they conceive is to be borne 
But for one purpose* 
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Elfrida. 
Give it me. The word ? 
Edgar. 
What do you with it ? 

Elfrida. 

I know not. The word ? 
Edgar. 
The pass is ^ Olgar.^ 

Elfrida. 
My good father's name 
Made pass-word for the— 

Edgar. 

Royal officer. 
And now it seems for one imperious dame^ 
Who needs no regal gold upon' her brow 
To give her regal power, for I myself 
Feel but a subject underneath her sway. 

Elfrida. 
Now by this pass I understand the fate 
Of this same prisoner is resigned to me. 
I save or execute. This guard is mine. 

Edgar. 
So thou art mine, I do again repeat 
I care not if this traitor live or die. [Eant Edgar. 

Elfrida {alone.) 
Merciful man ! You'd have him live, I think, — 
You better like the mistress than the wife. 
With what a ravenous haste he grasps the lands 
That were my father's, were indeed my own ! 
My fortunes must depend upon his will. 
And how he^U use that power is manifest. 
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If Athelwold live on, why what am I ? 
Pauper, or strumpet. What a horrid maze 
> Has one false step involved me in ! Oh Heaven ! 
That I had chosen at the first for him ! 
He loved me — loved ! I had, and knew it not, 
A priceless treasure. Can I win it back ? 
— Love, hate, ambition, rage, and penitence 
Make of my breast a chaos. — Edgar ! Edgar ! 
Is there no other life, were it a king's. 
Whose quick removal firom the scene might solve 
The problem we have here. Oh now how fiist 
The world of crime, this hell of human thought. 
Breaks on my vision ! Aha ! I see it all — 
'Tis not the iron arm, 'tis the strong tviU 
Wins in that game wherein we mortals play 
life against life, and send the soul to wreck. 
A woman^s hand — men kiss and fondle it, 
So slight it is, soft and incapable — 
And the sword-hilt and ponderous battle-axe 
Laugh at its pimy seizure ; — let them laugh, — 
The stealthy dagger, and the sweetened bowl 
We medicate for some too fevered Up, 
Give the same death, — and these are instruments 
A slender hand may defUy minister. 
Tush ! ^tis the heart that kills our enemy. [Exit, 



ACT V. 

SCENE. — The guarded chamber in which Athelwold is confined. 
Folding doors are seen in front, '^^A lofty window at the side, 

Athelwold {pacing to and fro,) 
And this was woman's love ! — even this ! 
Chaotic world ! that spends thy gift of beauty,- 
Thy utmost grace, upon the crested wave 
That floats us to perdition ! 

[Sits dovm and falls into an attitude of 
melancholy abstraction. 
Enter Dunstan {through the folding doors.) 

DuNSTAN {speaking to the guard 

without.) 
Sirs, stand back ! 
Commands like these touch not the priest of God ! 

[Stands a few moments regarding Athelwold. 
So then the sage, reflective Athelwold 
Of beauty so ridiculously deemed, 
Of woman's beauty, that he worshipped it, 
And sacrificed his honour — ^power — ambition — 
His life itself — ^his all — to a mere feature. 
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Mere outward form and colour^ framed to please 

The eye-sight of a man ! Now verily 

'Tis not in mysteries of faith alone 

Our wisdom is at fault ; in things of sense 

Gross^ palpable to vision, men may err 

With the like wild fanaticism. 

Athelwold. 

Thy words, 
Dunstan, but faintly echo my own thoughts. 
So mingle with them that I cannot taste 
Their separate bitterness : thy taunt is lost. 

Dunstan. 
\ I would not taimt, — but that it hath a sound 
As harsh, I would congratulate. A heart 
Like thine were lost in idle joy ; despair 
Will raise thy crest for Heaven-ward enterprize. 
Joy is a weak and giddy thing that laughs 
Itself to weariness or sleep, and wakes 
To the same barren laughter ; 'tis a child 
Perpetually, and all its past and future 
Lie in the compass of an infantas day. 
Crushed from our sorrow all that's great in man 
Has ever spnmg. In the bold Pagan world 
Men deified the beautiful, the glad. 
The strong, the boastful, and it came to nought ; 
We have raised Pain and Sorrow into Heaven, 
And in our temples, on our altars, Grief 
Stands symbol of our faith, and it shall last 
As long as man is mortal and unhappy. 
The gay at heart may wander to the skies. 
And harps may there be found them, and the branch 
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: Of palm be put intx) their hands ; — on earth 
We know them not ; — no votarist of our faith 
Till he has dropped his tears into the stream 
Tastes of its' sweetness. 

Athelwold. 

Wherefore this to me ? 

DUNSTAN. 

Because to spirits wounded but not weak 

The church is more than refuge, it transmutes 

Calamity to greatness. Athelwold, 

The same bold promises that church held forth 

To the rich noble, to the favoured thane. 

The envied of a court, she proffers still 

To him who by his angry sovereign now 

Is pillaged, captived, and condemned to death. 

Athelwold. 
If to my death why talk of promises ? 

DuNSTAN. 

The vow divorces. Not his rage alone 

The amorous Edgar seeks to gratify ; 

Behold the path of safety as of honour. L- 

Athelwold {rising-) 
I hear and hear not. — What I am become 
You partly know, but how it is within, 
How blank and desolate, ye cannot tell. 
My life is gone from me — claims not a care — 
Lies on the future an unvalued thing, 
Untended and unowned. And not alone 
On earth seem all things dead ; with cheer of heart 
Each bold aspiring faith declines, and fades, — 
That cloudy thought which hangs 'twixt us and Heaven, 
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Which happiness can radiate into hope, 
Takes all its colour from my grief. 

DUNSTAN. 

But Time— 
Athelwold. 
Oh do not din my ear with that poor, stale, 
Consolatory stuflF! — I know 
What Time can do — it can make man a stone — 
Can make this very stone walk, talk, perform 
The punctual functions of a daily life 
With most admired complacency. But 'Kme — 
Though it wrought on through ages numberless — 
Can never bring the mind the truth it seeks. 
Can never bring the heart the love it seeks, 
And wanting these what is the work of Time ? 

DuNSTAN. 

'Tis common but ^tis thoughtless to commend 
To present grief the future balm of Time. 
Think of the passing hour, think of the peril 
That in each moment rides. Let me conduct thee 
Now to some sanctuary — 

Athelwold. 

That I may kneel 
Perpetual liar in your temples — No, 
There is an honour to the absent God, 
To the veiled skies a chastity of speech. — 
Dimstan, I can in you discern a spirit 
Of no mean order, but I know my own 
Not subject to it ; aU in vain you seek 
To mould its destinies. That god who hung 
On the scathed rock — the vulture at his heart — 
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\ Dowered with high wisdom and eternal pain^ 
; I share his spirit, though I lie too low 
To share the vision. 

DUNSTAN. 

These precious moments 
Must not be wasted : You are now in peril — 
Let rae preserve you. 

Athblwold. 

You beheld me' rush 
Headlong upon this ruin with the smile 
Of scorn and triumph. I resent not this. 
But it shall be my title now to claim 
Immunity from your compassion, Dunstan. 
I can bear all — all ye could remedy — 
And calmly bear. What this same king can do, 
How he wiU revel in my forfeitures. 
And make my death a jest for his buffoons — 
^Tis nothing— nothing. There is one indeed. 
Whose name I cannot speak, and she has struck 
Where none of ye can heal — ^where tears will flow 
Though my own reason chide them. 

Dunstan. 

If I leave 
It is not to desert thee. I must seek 
Our monarch out, and tame his passions down. 

[Eant Dunstan. 
Athelwold {alone — he walks to- 
wards the mndowy and stands 
looking out upon the sunset.) 
To watch this closing pageant of the day 
Has been a custom rarely missed with me. 
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Perhaps the light of setting suns has shone 
Too much upon my soul. I watch it now 
I think with farewell gaze ; and never man 
Stood and beheld that vital lamp go down 
With less of care to see it rise again. 
To be to all that I have known or felt 
As I had never been— costs not a sigh ; 
Only the dark unknown draws, like a spell, 
Its magic circle round the sphere of life. 
And hems my spirit in, that hanging still 
; Over the verge of being, strains her gaze 
With fruitless fascination on the void. 
Oh go, thou glorious orb that lights a world 
Bewildered in itself, which all thy beams 
Fail to illumine ! The overlaboured swain 
Who sows the seed thou quickenest in the soil. 
He is a creature that the earth has bred, 
And on the earth he finds a chequered home, 
With other things that live and pass away, 
And share thy warmth till age or winter kills ; 
But he who, peering out beyond this globe 
Which thou with light and heat mak'st habitable. 
Still looks to thy hmnej and would know the skies. 
He is a creature stranger to himself. 
And all things wear a strangeness to his gaze ; 
Some touch of greatness, much of melancholy, 
Mark out the slow impatient path of one 
Who finds nor rest, nor labour, amongst men. 
Who lives but in the mysteries of death. 
And when he dies suspects the life he leaves 
Was all the mystery that he doted on. 



8CBNB I.] ATHELWOLD. 109 

Enter Elfrida {s?ie places herself' in 

silence before him.) 
What means this visitation ? Not the dead. 
Revived, as men conceive, in ghostly forms, 
Could more disturb my reason than this vision — 
Once loved, and therefore terrible ! — Why here ? 

Elfrida. 
I have obtained the pass-word from the king — 
Am here to rescue you. 

Athelwold. 

Ay, from the king ! — 
You can obtain all, doubtless, from the king. 
But why exert thy power to rescue me ? 
How can this sort, fair lady, with your schemes 
Of royalty ? You would be queen, methought ; 
To that my death is necessary step. 
Art sunk to be the royal mistress ? 

Elfrida. 

No. 
Nor will be queen. I seek my husband here — 
Am simply woman, and your faithful wife. 

Athelwold. 
Am I grown idiot ? Was I blind, deaf, senseless ? 
Or have I lost all faculty of thought ? 
You sought redress — and you have earned it, madam. 
Was there one charm of manner or of speech, 
An artifice of dress or ornament, 
A female blandishment you put not forth 
To captivate this king ? My faithful wife 
Was prodigal of charms, and knew the while 
She toyed, and wantoned, blushed and sweetly smiled 
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That the death-warrant of her husband lay 
In the warm lust she kmdied. 

Elfrida. 

It were vain 
To argue of the past, although your phrase 
Might be more tempered, and still harsh. Behold, 
I stand here innocent, still pure at least 
In human eyes — committed to no guilt — 
My name by breath of slander unapproached — 
Resolved to be your constant, duteous wife 
Through all calamities severest fate 
May throw upon us ; — ^will you reject, repulse. 
Discard, disown me ? Will you cast me off 
For ever from your bosom, Athelwold ? 
I am the same Elfrida you once loved. 

Athelwold. 
The same I loved ! — the same ! — What may portend 
This show of fondness and of penitence. 
Frankly I cannot teU ; it passes quite 
My skill of divination ; but I have 
Seen thee without disguise — thou hast been proved — 
Found hollow, false, and stuffed with vanity 
Which thou miscall'st ambition. All is past 
Between us two. Talk not to me of love. 

Elfrida. 
Condemn me not unheard. My lord, my lord, 
I do entreat thee, hear me ! I was weak — 
I was a very child — my trial came. 
Surprised and overthrew me. Would to Heaven, 
That trial might but come again ! — I've learned 
More of my heart in these few dreadful hours 
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Than all my life had taught — I do know now 
How I would meet it. Oh, be merciful ! 
Had you, my lord, shown but a little pity 
On my first wavering thought, had you but deigned 
When my rash anger was subsiding fast 
To reason with me, and my weak chagrin 
To soothe with kinder speech, deigned but a little 
A little solace to my pettish pride, 
' — Oh you have flattered when there was less need — 
I had been tractable — you would have saved me. 
I was a child, and you — ^you met my anger 
As equal meets an equal — was this well ? 
The woman that is beautiful ye love. 
But wrong as much by that high estimate 
. Which makes, and leaves her, weakest of her sex. 
Say Athelwold, will you condemn for ever 
For one brief hour of weakness ? 

Athelwold. 

Did I stand 
Here as thy judge, Elfrida, were it mine 
To pass on thee a sentence, then these pleas. 
Whatever their worth, were reasonably urged. 
And I were bound to listen. I claim not 
The office of thy judge — I neither care 
To sentence, or to censure — I am here 
Solely to suffer, to endure, to mourn 
My fatal, gross deception. What if I » 

Have loved a phantom of the brain, and lived / 
To find it such, — why, what is that to thee ? ' 

What if my heart, even from its earliest throb 
Could joy in nothing, but still dreamed and doted 
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Upon its own wild prophecy of bliss 

To be discovered in sweet woman's love, — 

What if, bewildered by the ardent hope, 

And mingling fair reality with dream, 

I saw in thee the prophecy fulfilled. 

And on the hazard emptied life at once 

Of all beside — 

And made myself — to gain a heart which proved — 

No matter what — a sort of human trash — 

A beggar for all time — Oh, what hast thou 

To do with this ? the cheat was all my own. 

And all my own this anguish. If I weep — 

The fountain of my tears thou know^st not of. 

And thou shalt never heed them ; if I rage — 

If the mad billows break, and foam, and die. 

Thou mayst look on unmoved — the impassive rock 

Called not the breaker to it. 

Elfrida. 

Oh pause ! pause ! 
What do you now, bethink you, Athelwold, 
What do you — cruel ! — but make hard your heart 
In its own misery ? You wake this rage. 
This fiercest agony, only the more 
To steel your bosom against me. 

Athelwold. 

What then ? 
Shall I not tear, uproot thee utterly 
Prom mv insane affections ? Did I cast 
Thee on the world, robbed, friendless and disgraced, 
In momentary peril of thy life. 
There might be claim for pity. ^Tis not thus. 
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I cast ye from me to a monarch's arms, 
I fling ye to a throne. Now therefore, go ! 
Leave me with my immitigable grief. 
As I to thy bold fortunes yield thee up 
And utterly resign. Go, be a queen ! 
To Edgar take thy beauty, take thy love, 
They cannot cheat the royal epicure. 
Go woman, on thy husband's murdered corpse 
Step to thy gilded throne, and sit a pageant 
For fools to gaze upon. There never love 
Whom thou hast outraged, love in any shape. 
Shall visit thee, there shalt thou sit apart 
A hated, flattered, feared and injured thing. 
With ceaseless Rage, and ever-woimded Pride, 
And Guile and Murder for thy bosom-guests. 

Elfrida (kneels.) 
Oh Heaven assist me ! — Hear me, Athelwold I 
With patience hear ! This moment is, I feel, 
The turning point of all my life to come. 
Receive me now — behold I kneel to thee — 
Forgive, — ^be reconciled — ^^take me to Rome- 
Do what thou wilt — only be mine again — 
And never fable or romance has feigned 
More faithful wife than I will be to thee. 
If Edgar's rage pursue us, if our wealth 
Be all confiscate, if we two should roam 
About this isle in danger and in want. 
Sleep under hedges and go clothed in rags, 
I .will not flinch, not I — I will bear all 
In silence patiently ; and, for I know 
That thou art very proud, I^ll beg for both, 

I 
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And hold my hand for alms. Oh, we will live 
As do the gipsies in the woods and fields, 
I'll cook the meal, and be the baggage train. 
And sing to cheer the way. I'll smear my face 
As dark as ebony, and none shall think 
*Tis an EarPs daughter ; no, I will not spare 
This time my foolish beauty. Do but take 
Thy own Elfrida thou shalt find her true. 
Constant and loving as thy heart could wish. 
But — (risir^) if thou art obdurate, Athelwold, 
If for a fi:tiilty that but lived in thought, 
A passion for the crown (a prize which makes 
So many proud and boastful criminals) 
Not for the man who wears the crown — Oh God ! 
I cannot tell thee how I hate and loathe 
TTiis lecherous king ! — ^if for a wish alone 
That with its suddenness surprised my mind, 
That hath retained its hold so brief a space. 
That now hath been ejected, and with tears 
Repented of — thou art inexorable- 
Then am I lost ! 

I feel despair of any goodness more, 
I cannot live to be a sUghted, scorned, 
Contemned, discarded woman — thrown aside — 
And for a moment's bootless vanity 
Pursued with an eternal gibe ; if love 
Must go, then virtue, conscience, purity, 
May all along with it ; if thou wilt hate me 
There is no bended brow in all this world 
Shall awe me to its precepts. I will dare 
All men — all things — I'll pledge this woman^s heart 
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* ^^ 

^ To one proud passion which shall bear me on 

; Though every step be agony, or crime. — 

Speak, Athelwold ! — speak — sentence — save — Oh save ! 

Athelwold. 

Woman, seek not to lay on other minds 
, The proper burden of thine own. Thy guilt 

Cannot be my remorse. Whate'er thou art,— 
;; Thou art not mine — I am not answerable ; 

And that false shame, (could I survive to feel it) 

Which foolish husbands take unto themselves 

Because their wives are vile, affects not me. 

Elfrida. 

Oh haste ! the time for flight may pass — Oh haste ! 

Is life itself not acceptable 

Because I bring it ? Oh now fly — fly with me. 

[_She clings to him to draw him away. 
Athelwold. 

With thee ! — no rather death ! — I know thee not. 

Behold I shake thee as the slime away 
I That my soul sickens at. Yes, if my life 

Hung with thee on my neck, — if with these folds 

Thou dar^st to clasp me with, my vital power 

Were linked — thus would I fling thee from me. 

[Flings her off. 
Elfrida. 

Ha ! have a care — perchance they are so linked. 

— Great God ! if at the day of final doom 

I stand at thy tribunal to be judged 

For some unheard-of crime, let this repulse. 

This agony, this penitence and shame, 

This deep humiliation I have borne, 
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Plead in behalf of mercy ! — Athelwold, 
I do not ask your love — not love — not love, — 
I was a fool for hoping you would grant me 
To share thy poverty, and banishment ; 
^Twere the last boon that long tried love could ask^ 
Or trustful love bestow ; but in thy wealth — 
Come, mark me now — let^s chaffer boon for boon. 
Let's make exchange of marketable ware, 
Mere selfish interests where the heart is neutraL 
Say that I could recover your possessions 
Out of the grasp of Edgar — ^^say that I could 
Restore you to your rank, your palmy state 
Amongst the first of nobles — will you grant 
Protection to a woman ? will you then 
Deny that honour others will bestow 
; On her who bears the title of your wife ? 

Athelwold. 
Tush, how can all this be ? 

Elfrioa. 

^Tis but one man 
Stands between you and this. 

Athelwold. 

And that the king. 
Elfrida. 
*Tis but one human life. 

Athelwold. 

And Edgar lives. 
Elfrida. 
Not through this night — ^if thou'll be mine again. 
Do thou but cancel only half thy wrath. 
And I^U redeem the whole that thou hast lost. 

[Shows a dagger. 
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King Edgar, by this hand shall die to night. 

Athelwold. 
Can you do this ? 

Elfrida. 
I can ! 

Athelwold. 

WiU you ? 
Elfrida. 

IwiU! 
f I who reftised to stain, for some few hours. 
This outward vizor, will to save thee now 
Blacken my sotiI to all eternity ; 
The danger and the guilt shall all be mine ; 
I ask thee — what ? — to take the gift I bring. 
To grant me the mock semblance of thy love — 
: Thy love shaU follow— Oh it shall !— it shall !— 
But yet I ask it not^ — nay not the semblance : 
— Treat me with cold and sullen deference 
As lords are wont who cannot love their wives. 
But fear the world — I'll not complain to thee. 
Though I be left alone long days and nights. 
With bitter thoughts for sole companionship. 

Athelwold. 
And what may be my fate if I refuse 
This honourable traffic ? 

Elfrida. 

Thy death-warrant 
Is held by those who ere the sun go down 
Shall execute the sentence. 

Athelwold. 

What thy own ? 
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Elfrida. 
And I am queen of England — Edgar's wife. 
— ^Thy death or his. 

Athelwold. 

Woman — monster — ^avaunt ! 
Elfrida. 
' Thy death or his ! — Behold I throw thb choice 
Proud Athelwold to thee. For my resolves. 
They now are fixed. No more relenting now, 
If thou wilt scorn and trample on my love — 
Come hate and Edgar ! Though the royal robe 
Be lined with flame I'll wear it. Though my heart 
Writhe with its scorpion passions, none shall see 
And the loud world shall hail me glorious. 
TTiy death or Edgar's ? — choose ! 

Athelwold. 

My soul recoils — • 
In horror shrinks from thee. Take, if thou wilt. 
This for an answer. 

[Elfrida rushes up to the folding-doors and 
throws them open — the guard enter — she 
points to Athelwold — they surround him, 
and he is seen tofaM — he dies. 
Enter "Ebqar followed by Dunstan. 

Edgar {waves to the guard who 
retire.) 
Dunstan. 
Too late ! too late to save thee Athelwold ! 
— ^This is thy doing, king ? 

Elfrida {stepping forward.) 
Or it is mine ! 



• ■ --t-' ■=: 
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If thou dost seek a voucher for the deed. 

DUNSTAN. 

Thine tigress ! Oh^ thou savage painted fair ! 

Thou beautiful ferocity ! 

Dar'st thou avouch this crime ? 

Elfbida. 

I dare. 

'jWhat is there now I woTild not dare ? I laugh 

■To scorn your loud and tragic railings, priest — 

' The deed is mine. Oh for still wider field 
■ . ... --■^ 

Of daring deed^ and wild ambitious thought^ 

Where sense of crime in the bold act of crime 
Is swallowed up and lost ! — Let me look on him. 

DuNSTAN {taking her by the wrist 
and leading her to the body 
of Athelwold.) 
Have thy wish. Look there — simply, thou fiend, — ^look ! 
Peruse it, note it well— that blood-stained cheek. 
Now go thy ways — ^go wheresoe'er thou wilt- 
That bleeding form shall never quit thy sight ; 
Ay, turn aside, or close thy aching balls, 
^Tis there traced out indehbly. 

Elfrida. 

It is— 
^ And I can meet it. Not a woman^s will. 
But pitiless inexorable Fate, 
Seems to uphold me. Yes, I can look down 
On this same gashed and bleeding spectacle. 
And see the shell of what was once a man 
Without a start. {She continues looHng.) 
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Edgar. 

Dearest Elfrida, now 
Thou verily art England's queen and mine. 
Nay, gaze not there — leave this detested spot — 
Sights such as these are not for woman's eyes. 
Come, thou wilt look thyself to stone. 

Elfrida. 

It moves.— 
} No. — It is dead— dead ! — ^Athelwold ! 
Hear me ! Oh, hear me but this once ! — Ah no ! 
Thou canst not now — thou canst not now — 
It is all over. — Would I might have died 
Upon that breast before his murderer's knife ! — 
He would not let me. 

Edgar. 
Come away, Elinda. 

DUNSTAN. 

Let her gaze on, — recall her not, my liege — 

She is well occupied. 

Elfrida. 
How calm the brow is ! 
' It knows not I am looking. — I would kiss 

The blood from off that cheek, but that I fear 
: His angry spirit would again awake 

To dash me from him. — God ! I would have been 

His very slave unto my dying hour 

Would he again have loved me. — I stand here 

His chief assassin ! 

DuNSTAN. 

Woman, with all thy vaunts 
TTiou still art young in wickedness, and weak. 
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Elfbida. 
I shall grow older in it, and more strong. 
^Tis all that now remains to me. No love — 
Nevermore love — no cause for weakness more. 

DUNSTAN. 

Lost and insensate ! what, can nothing wake thee 
To natural horror of this monstrous deed ? 
Think on its dread eternal punishment, 
Think upon him who on his bleeding cross 
Thou by such sins dost crucify afresh. 

Elfrida. 
Oh, take thou me and crucify me too ! 
I too could die ! — for any noble cause 
In pangs of martyrdom — die to redeem 
The veriest wretch that crawls upon the earth. 
Why, what care I for life ? — or for myself? 
What joy have I in this ? what hope ? what triumph ? 
None ! — but tumultuous passions hale us on 
:To the mad sacrifice, and thrust the knife 
Into our burning palms, and all the while 
We are the victims, not the gods of it. 
Oh, ye wise priests that have one constant song 
For all men and all seasons, ye but know 
Scantly the human heart. Ye weigh a sin 
Ta'en in its final full accomplishment. 
And weigh its penance out — ^but of the sinner 
And how he came to stumble on the crime. 
How little do ye reek ! — But yesterday 
I was a woman beautiful and vain, 
The malice of the world could say no worse ; 
One little day, one angry fluttering thought. 
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And it has come to this ! Go, scan this change. 

Go, weigh this heart, and to a fraction tell 

Its sum of guilt — say what the sort of wretch 

I am amongst the damned. Turn o'er your books — 

Ruffle their leaves — peruse and ponder well — 

Oh, yeTl not find it there. 

(Enter Olgar.) 
Olgab. 

What dreadful tale 
Is this I hear ? My daughter, my Elfrida — 

Elfbida. 
Olgar, thou hast no daughter. For that young, 
TTiat fair and innocent girl whom you so loved. 
Caressed and honoured, your dear child Elfrida, 
She is no more ; but in her stead there lives 
A queen of England of that name, of whom 
The world will tell you many a bitter tale. 
But none so bitter as she tells herself. 
— Peace ! peace ! no outcry ! Answer not. — Old man, 
I reverence thee for something memory holds, 
But if thou would 'st importune me with sighs. 
Gall me with lamentation or rebuke. 
Or with paternal counsels vex my ears — 
I know thee not — I give thee to my guard. 
— Now Edgar I am thine, {gives her hand to him,) 
{Enter the nobles of the royal suite with their retinae, 
who range themselves at the back of the stage.) 

One of the Nobles. 

Hail to your majesty ! 
You gave your followers the slip, and we 
Have had hard chase, my liege, in tracking you. 
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Edgar. 

My nobles, you have found your king — and more, 
I here present to you — ^your queen ! Your knees, — 
Do homage to Elfrida, queen of England. 

DUNSTAN. 

No countenance of mine this rite shall have. 
These honours purchased by a husband^s blood. 

Edgar. 
Why thou wert first to expose this traitor's guilt. 
And now art first to blame his punishment ! 

DuNSTAN. 

Did I give warrant for his death ? In this 

I will make bold to tell your majesty 

You strained your high prerogative. England 

Obeys her sovereign lord with proud submission. 

But has no neck for tyranny. 

A Saxon freeman knows no other sway 

Than just laws by his king administered. 

And if a monarch make his passion rule, 

This does he merely by the assassin^s right. 

And at the assassin^s peril. 

Edgar. 

Well we know 
Our Dunstan hates all power save his own. 
The patriot priest woTild hedge his monarch in. 
And be sole despot. 

Dunstan. 
As priest, as patriot, 
As primate of the church, he stands not by 
The whilst his much infatuated king 
Proclaims a woman who has slain her lord 
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Step-mother to his children. — Ha ! beware ! — 
No blessing shall this marriage have from me. 

Edgar. 
With Dunstan^s blessing must we then dispense. 
Do homage noble lords. [Elfrida holds out her hand 

with much dignity — several nobles ad^ 
vance and kiss it — but as the ceremony 
proceeds she falters^ and pronouncing 
the name of^ Athelwold P — she falls 
tvith a shriek upon his dead body. 

The curtain drops^ 
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